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	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒

	3
	
	☐

	4
	
	☐



SECTION C: Details of Research Activity
	1
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	Purpose of Research Activity
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and to analyse its implications for brand equity, consumer engagement, and
competitive positioning.



	6
	Objectives of Research Activity
1. To explore the characteristics of traditional brand ambassador strategies in
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	Proposed data collection methods (maximum 600 words)
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	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
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	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
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	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
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	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
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	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
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	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 
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	How many participants are expected?

	It is expected that around 50–100 participants will take part in the online survey, along with approximately 5–10 participants for follow-up interviews. Participants will be people who actively engage with retail brands on social media platforms such as Instagram, TikTok, and LinkedIn.
They will be identified and contacted through online posts, university networks, and direct messages where appropriate. Participation will be entirely voluntary, and all participants will be aged 18 or over.


	11
	Who will the participants be?

	
The participants will be adults (18+) who regularly use social media and engage with retail brands online. This includes people who follow influencers, view brand content, or interact with posts on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube. Some participants may also have an interest or basic knowledge of marketing, especially those taking part in the interviews.
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	How will you identify the participants?
	
Participants will be identified based on whether they actively use social media and engage with retail brands online. This includes people who follow influencers, interact with brand posts, or regularly view content on platforms like Instagram, TikTok, and YouTube. Basic screening will be used to make sure participants are over 18 and relevant to the study.
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	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
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	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	You should be able to tick YES for all of these questions. If not, then explain why not in this box.
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	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	You should be able to tick NO for most of these questions. For any cases that you have ticked YES then provide details in this box. If you are using cameras/voice recorders to record interviews, then please state that in this box.
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SECTION F: Anticipated Risks

	
	
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them.  

	1
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information. If you have identified in section D that there are no participants, then enter N/A and go skip to question 3.

	
	Risk to participants:

There is a small risk that participants may feel uncomfortable sharing their opinions or experiences, particularly if they feel their responses could be judged. There is also a potential risk related to data privacy, as participants will be providing information online. Although the topic is not highly sensitive, some participants may feel uneasy discussing their views on marketing or social media behaviour..

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:

These risks will be minimised by ensuring that participation is completely voluntary and that participants can withdraw at any time without giving a reason. All responses will be kept anonymous, and no personally identifiable information will be collected or shared. Clear information about the study will be provided, and informed consent will be obtained before participation. Data will be stored securely in line with data protection regulations.

	2
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:
There are always risks. Do not write NA.


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:



(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
There is a potential risk of reputational damage if the research is conducted unethically, such as failing to properly protect participant data or misrepresenting findings. There may also be data protection risks if personal information is not handled securely. Additionally, discussing real brands or marketing practices could lead to unintended negative interpretations.
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:

These risks will be minimised by following university ethical guidelines and data protection regulations. All participant data will be anonymised and stored securely, and no personally identifiable information will be shared. Participation will be voluntary, with informed consent obtained from all participants. The research will present findings objectively and avoid making harmful or misleading claims about any brands or organisations.



	5
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:

This research is low risk as it is conducted entirely online. However, there may be a minor environmental impact related to digital energy use, such as electricity consumption from devices and online data storage.

(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:

The research will minimise environmental impact by using digital methods only, avoiding paper use and physical materials. Data will be stored efficiently, and unnecessary duplication of files will be avoided to reduce digital resource usage.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION G: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

If you have identified in section D that there are no participants, then enter skip this section and continue to section H.

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	You don’t need to email your participants with your final report. A good alternative is to set up an email address that they will be able to contact for further details or results.

(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	If you are using a paper questionnaire then you should have the participants sign an appropriate consent form. These forms will count as personal data and should be noted as such in section J.
If you are using an online questionnaire, then you should have a screen before the questions start that acts as a consent form, informing participants that by clicking on the NEXT button they are providing consent.

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	Do not collect names unless you really need them. Do not name participants or organisations in any research publications (including the thesis) without their explicit permission.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☐
	☐

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	This includes audio/video data of participants but can also include IP addresses and usernames. Names, addresses and emails also count, as do consent forms.

(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	
☐
	
☐

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	What counts as ‘sensitive’ will differ between cultures. Any information on behaviour that is not in accordance with cultural norms would count as sensitive personal data.



(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☐
	☒

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	If possible, save your data on computers that are secure and regularly backed up. Many cloud services only provide GDPR-compliant storage for business customers. An example of suitable text is given below.

All data will be kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which
will not be shared. Audio/visual data will be transcribed and would be shown to participants to
check accuracy of reporting. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected. All participants will be given a unique identifier to ensure confidentiality and this list will be kept securely in the password protected folder. 


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and/or any international equivalent):

	
	This includes data such as drafts of your thesis as well as experimental or survey data. An example of suitable text is given below.

All data will be encrypted and kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which will not be shared. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected. All data transfers will be encrypted and password protected.  All participants will be given a unique identifier to ensure confidentiality and this list will be kept securely in the password protected folder. The data will be stored until the completion of the project and then deleted. In accordance with the DPA2018, participants will have the right to ask to see what data is held relating to them, and this data will be deleted immediately if the participant requests this, in which case the data will not be used in the project.

(this box should expand as you type)

	20
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	Normally the principal researcher, possibly also the supervisor and, if the project has an industrial partner, a representative of that partner. Possibly also external examiner or second marker?

(this box should expand as you type)

	21
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	Usually the principal researcher.

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. 

	
	All data will be encrypted and kept in password protected cloud storage on the University Office 365 system which will not be shared. Any USB sticks used to store or transfer data will be password protected, and will be reformatted at the end of the project in order to destroy the data. The data will be stored until the completion of the project and then deleted. 

(this box should expand as you type)

	22
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	☒

	23
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	☒




SECTION I: Use of AI tools
	Use of generative AI and other AI-based tools
There are a number of ethical issues relating to the use of generative AI and other AI-based tools, including data security, output bias, and output errors. In general you should assume that any generative AI or other AI-based tool that you pay to use is more secure and accurate than one which is free to use.

Will the research use AI tools to do any of the following:
	YES
	NO
	N/A

	1
	Capture data?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	2
	Generate and/or edit text?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	3
	Generate graphics?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	4
	Generate video?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	5
	Generate sound/music?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	6
	Generate code?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	7
	Generate synthetic data?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	8
	Analyse data?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	9
	Analyse personal or sensitive data?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	10
	Classify data?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	11
	Do you intend to use the free version of any AI tools?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	If you have answered YES to any of questions O1-O11, please provide justification detailing why this is necessary for the research.  

	12
	State which AI tool or tools you will be using, and where they are based (or store their data – you may need to check their webpages or user agreement for this). If you are planning to use Copilot then say if you’re using the UWTSD version of it or the public version. You should also show how you are complying with current UWTSD guidance/policy of the use of AI.

(this box should expand as you type)
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In recent years, the retail marketing world has undergone a significant transformation from traditional, contract-based brand ambassador programs to user-generated influencer content (UGIC) in the wake of the rise of social media platforms and the democratisation of content production. This dissertation critically analyses this shift in the light of multinational retail marketing, and its implications for brand equity, consumer engagement and strategic governance. The research questions are focused on four strategic drivers of this shift, the role of UGIC on brand credibility and consumer engagement, the risks and opportunities that multinational retail brands face, and the strategic adaptations needed to meet this changing landscape.
The methodology was qualitative systematic literature review, which included eleven sources, including three seminal theoretical and eight recent peer reviewed articles from 2022 to 2025. Thematic analysis, following the six-phase approach of Braun and Clarke (2006), resulted in four major thematic clusters: strategic drivers of the transition to UGIC; authenticity, source credibility, and consumer involvement; brand equity implications, risks and governance issues; and strategic adaptation and hybrid marketing strategies.
The findings suggest that the UGIC approach is cost effective, perceived as more authentic and has the potential to engage more at community level than traditional ambassador arrangements. But as the brand message is decentralised, there are governance challenges such as inconsistent messaging, and regulatory non-compliance in multiple jurisdictions. The study finds that the combination of the reach and the narrative control of high-profile ambassador arrangements and the authenticity and scalability of UGIC is the most strategically sound marketing mix for multinational retailers. The research adds to the literature by using an integrated theoretical framework, which integrates Source Credibility Theory, Brand Equity Theory and Relationship Marketing theory, on a dimension that has not yet been explored in the context of global retail marketing in a strategic manner.
Keywords: user-generated influencer content, brand ambassador, brand equity, source credibility, influencer marketing, global retail, hybrid marketing strategy, Relationship Marketing
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Brand Ambassador: A person, celebrity or hired person who has a contract with a brand to represent and promote its products or services in mass media. A traditional brand ambassador relationship is contractual and offers a degree of control to the brand in terms of the story.
Brand Equity: The value of a brand that is perceived by the consumer, and is not related to the product or service. This dissertation defines brand equity using the concepts of Aaker (1991), who defines four dimensions (brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations, and brand loyalty), and Keller (1993), who defines a consumer-based model which states that brand equity lies in the knowledge structures and associations that consumers develop about the brand.
Consumer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE): A consumer-based brand equity model developed by Keller (1993), which focuses on the cognitive and affective brand associations that people build over time, and considers them as the most important source of brand value.
Influencer Marketing: Marketing that involves having people with a large following on social media platforms work for a brand. Influencer marketing is a range of creator types, ranging from mega-influencers to nano-influencers, with the main distinction between them being the size and nature of their audiences.
Macro-Influencer: A content creator who has about 100,000 to one million users on their social media. Macro-influencers usually have a higher reach than micro-influencers, but lower engagement rates.
Micro-Influencer: Content creator with a social media audience of about 10,000 to 100,000 people. Micro-influencers are appreciated for their higher engagement rates, relatability, and parasocial connection with their audience compared to higher-level influencers.
Parasocial Relationship: A psychological one-way relationship in which an audience member feels familiar, intimate or connected to a media person without having had any face-to-face interpersonal relationship with them. Parasocial relationships are seen as an important mediator of consumer engagement and purchase intention in the context of influencer marketing.
Relationship Marketing: A brand-consumer relationship that focuses on establishing and maintaining a long-term mutually beneficial relationship rather than on making a single transaction. The dissertation investigates the concept of Relationship Marketing from the perspective of the Service-Dominant Logic framework of Vargo and Lusch (2004) that views consumers as active brand value co-creators.
Service-Dominant Logic (SDL): A theory developed by Vargo and Lusch (2004) which reframes marketing exchanges as service-for-service exchanges in which value is co-created in a collaborative way involving multiple actors, including the consumer. The conceptual framework of this dissertation is based on the dimension of Relationship Marketing, which is supported by SDL.
Source Credibility Theory: A theory, first developed by Hovland and Weiss (1951), which suggests that the credibility of the communicator is a key determinant in the persuasive effects of a message. There are three main dimensions of credibility: trustworthiness, expertise, and attractiveness.
Systematic Literature Review (SLR): A systematic, repeatable research process that includes the systematic identification, screening and critical appraisal of all published research relevant to a specific research question or set of research questions. For this dissertation, the SLR approach is based on the protocol created by Tranfield, Denyer and Smart (2003) and modified by Snyder (2019).
Thematic Analysis: A qualitative data analysis technique used to identify, analyse and report patterns or themes in a data set. Thematic analysis is carried out using the six-phase process suggested by Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarisation, code generation, theme development, theme review, theme definition, and write-up.
User-Generated Content (UGC): Any information generated and shared by people who are not employees of the brand or the product/service itself. UGC includes reviews, photos, videos, and social media posts, and has been found to be more authentic than brand-generated content.
User-Generated Influencer Content (UGIC): A type of user-generated content created and shared by a social media personality or content creator to their existing audience, usually in an organic or minimally organized commercial arrangement, that is relevant to the brand. What sets UGIC apart from traditional brand ambassador content is that it's informal, it's perceived as authentic, and it can be amplified by algorithms.
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[bookmark: _Toc229774328]1.1 Background and Context
The global retail marketing landscape has seen a paradigm shift due to the rise of digital platforms and content creation democratization. Traditionally, multinational brands have used brand ambassadors, celebrities, and influencers, paid to promote their values, spread their messages, and secure brand loyalty through various mass media, such as TV, print, and outdoor ads (Lee et al., 2024). These classic endorsement scenarios have traditionally played out within contractual parameters, relying mostly on Source Credibility Theory, which holds that the persuasiveness of a marketing message is greatly influenced by how credible and competent the message’s source is perceived to be (van Reijmersdal, Walet, & Gudmundsdottir, 2024), wherein the endorser’s prestige is considered sufficient to transfer associations to the brand to encourage consumer purchase (Chiu and Ho, 2023).
A fundamental disruption in the marketing field has occurred with the emergence of user-generated influencer content (UGIC), in which consumers and social media personalities create content that promotes a brand through organic means of digital marketing (Gupta and Verma, 2025). In fact, more than 60 percent of Generation Z consumers follow at least one social media influencer, and the trust in peer-generated content is much higher than the trust in brand-generated content (Statista, 2024). The global influencer marketing market is expected to reach a value of 32.55 billion US dollars by 2025 (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2026). 
This is not just a shift in terms of how we communicate a message; scholars have argued that UGIC fundamentally alters the relationship between a brand, consumer, and how we understand meaning creation. When we examine this through a Relationship Marketing paradigm, we can see this as a shift in value co-creation; consumers are no longer passive recipients but co-create a brand’s identity and brand equity (Bell, Bryman, & Harley, 2019; Kumar & Jibril, 2025). For multinational retail organizations operating in a variety of markets, this creates managerial complexities.
[bookmark: _Toc229774329]1.2 Research Problem
However, the academic debate on the strategic implications of UGIC’s rapid market development still lingers behind the curve. Most studies on the topic focus on consumer behavior, while there is a lack of comparative studies on the traditional ambassador role compared with the role of UGIC in the international retail industry (Jain, 2024). Established models such as Brand Equity Theory by Keller (1993) and Aaker (1991), and Source Credibility Theory have yet to be leveraged to explain the implications for brand equity dimensions in relation to the migration towards UGIC (Han and Balabanis, 2024).
Another level of danger is apparent with the decentralized pattern of content development. With more brands passing the message over to a wide group of influencers, the potential for conflicting stories, regulatory blunders, and reputational issues increases (Petkovska, 2025). Also, the increasing skepticism of consumers toward undisclosed paid partnerships is a significant problem for the industry. For instance, research has demonstrated that the factor of transparency in sponsorship has a significant impact on the perceived believability of the content promoted by an influencer and, in turn, the way the consumer feels about the brand being promoted (Lee et al., 2024). This is a significant problem for global retailers because the brand equity of the retailer is an important financial and strategic asset.
The major strategic issue is whether multinational brand retails should adopt UGIC in its entirety or stick to traditional ambassador programs or adopt a hybrid approach combining elements of both. This important aspect is not adequately investigated in the existing literature (Gupta and Verma, 2025). This current study attempts to bridge this knowledge gap by critically examining the transition of brand retails from traditional brand ambassadors to UGIC in global brand marketing strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc229774330]1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
This study aims to explore one of the turning points in global retail marketing, specifically, how there is a shift away from brand ambassadors towards content created by users, termed influencers, and what this means for brand equity, customer relationships, and brand positioning in a competitive market.
In pursuit of this aim, the study is guided by the following objectives:
1. To explore the characteristics of traditional brand ambassador strategies in global retail marketing.
2. To analyse the emergence and growth of user-generated influencer content in international markets.
3. To compare the strategic advantages and limitations of both approaches.
4. To examine the impact of this shift on brand equity and consumer trust.
5. To evaluate the implications of this transformation for multinational retail firms.
[bookmark: _Toc229774331]1.4 Research Questions
The study is structured around four principal research questions:
1. What strategic factors have driven the shift from traditional brand ambassadors to user-generated influencer content in global retail marketing?
2. How does user-generated influencer content influence brand credibility and consumer engagement compared to traditional endorsements?
3. What are the risks and opportunities associated with this transition for multinational retail brands?
4. How should global retail firms strategically adapt to this evolving marketing landscape?
[bookmark: _Toc229774332]1.5 Significance and Rationale of the Study
The importance of this research is that it connects theory with practice. From a theoretical perspective, this research is at a fascinating juncture in brand management, strategic marketing, and digital communication. This research revisits old ground in theory to examine an important but relatively unexplored trend in brand management. Brand Equity Theory, as conceptualized by Keller (1993) and Aaker (1991), forms the basis for analyzing the impact of alterations in marketing strategy on brand equity. Keller’s conceptualization of customer-based brand equity is that the equity of a brand resides in the minds of customers and is constructed through the relationships and associations that customers develop with the brand. The emergence of UGIC adds complex layers to brand associations and perceptions that need to be examined in relation to existing brand positioning.
Indeed, there is also significant empirical support for the commercial logic informing this research. For instance, the meta-analytic study by Han and Balabanis (2024) included 53 studies and 250 effect sizes. The authors’ findings highlighted the importance of influencers’ credibility, the authenticity of the content they contribute, and the product’s congruence as the primary antecedents of consumers’ engagement and purchase intention. Another extensive meta-analytic study by Lee et al. (2024) included an assessment of 13,766 participants and 39 experimental studies. Their findings suggested that social media influencers are comparable to celebrity endorsers in advertising effectiveness but are more effective than brand messages alone. Overall, the above findings suggest that the strategic move toward UGIC represents a substantively supported reorientation in marketing modalities rather than a fleeting trend. Moreover, the effectiveness of influencers is substantially enhanced by high levels of perceived credibility – an issue with direct implications for the effective management of influencers by global retail brands.
From a practical perspective, the study has direct implications for marketing managers and executives of multinational retail organizations. From the changing landscape of customer-brand engagement with the advent of the digital transformation, marketing practices that do not evolve with the changing landscape may lose significance and impact the competitive advantage of the firm (Paul, 2024). Customer-generated contents have been identified as an important driver for building trust for brands in the digital environment. Brands that are effective in leveraging this trend are ahead of the curve compared with traditional advertising approaches (Hochstein, Harmeling and Perko, 2023). The implications of the study are relevant and applicable for practitioners seeking to navigate the transition from ambassador-based marketing approaches to influencer-based marketing approaches.
[bookmark: _Toc229774333]1.6 Theoretical Framework
This study is informed by three interrelated theories. First, there is the Source Credibility Theory, which indicates that what drives a person is the credibility and attractiveness of a source. This particular theory enables a researcher to investigate how a traditional celebrity brand ambassador compares to a user-generated influencer brand ambassador, as it pertains to consumer perception, as well as brand attitude and purchase likelihood. A study has shown that an influencer who is considered knowledgeable, relatable, and transparent is considered more credible, which results in a more positive brand attitude (van Reijmersdal, Walet, and Gudmundsdottir, 2024).
The second is the Brand Equity Theory, which provides a strategic framework to evaluate how marketing efforts impact brand value. Aaker defines brand equity as a multi-dimensional construct including brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations, and brand loyalty that can be enhanced or diminished through a company’s communications efforts. Keller expands upon this concept by focusing on the cognitive and affective connections people make with a brand, ultimately defining brand equity as a function of customers. To transition from a more traditional ambassador program to a user-generated influencer content (UGIC) strategy has obvious implications on brand associations and brand quality, which are increasingly being informed by influencer content narratives (Kumar and Jibril, 2025). 
The final lens is the Relationship Marketing theory, which views the role of UGIC in terms of the co-creation of brand value with the consumer. This also explains the essence of UGIC and its capacity for generating interest among consumers beyond the normal scope of advertising campaigns (Impression Digital, 2025). These frameworks collectively provide a unified theory base for this area of study.
[bookmark: _Toc229774334]1.7 Overview of Dissertation Structure
This dissertation is divided into six chapters. After this introduction, Chapter Two discusses the literature review of traditional brand ambassador concepts, the concept of UGIC, and theoretical perspectives. In the next chapter, Chapter Three, there is a discussion of the methodology of conducting qualitative secondary research. In Chapter Four, there is a discussion of the findings of conducting qualitative secondary research, while Chapter Five interprets these findings against the research questions and theoretical perspectives. Finally, there is a conclusion drawn in Chapter Six, which includes a summary of contributions, limitations, and future research directions.











[bookmark: _Toc229774335]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc229774336]2.1 Introduction
This chapter reviews existing literature relevant to the strategic shift from traditional brand ambassador models towards user-generated influencer content (UGIC) in global retail marketing. The review is significant because the commercial landscape in which multinational retail firms operate has changed considerably over the past decade, and the academic literature has not always kept pace with the strategic realities facing practitioners. The influencer marketing sector was valued at 21.1 billion US dollars in 2023, growing to around 24 billion US dollars in 2024, and projections suggest it will reach 32.55 billion US dollars by 2025 (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2026). These figures alone justify a serious examination of what this growth means for brands that have traditionally relied on contractual ambassador arrangements.
The significance of this review is that it is necessary to know whether the transition to UGIC is a really new strategic direction or just a continuation of old endorsement logic. It would not be possible to determine what is already known, where the evidence is still limited and how this study can contribute something of value without reference to existing scholarship. The review will focus on three key areas, including the theoretical and practical foundation of conventional brand ambassador strategies, the nature, development, and theoretical foundation of UGIC, and the strategic implications of brand equity, consumer trust, and multinational retail governance as compared to each other. The review is thematically structured, starting with the traditional models and then proceeding to UGIC, followed by a comparative analysis, brand equity impacts, strategic implications to multinational firms and finally the research gap and conceptual framework. The chapter is designed in a way that it directly answers the research aims and questions as stated in Chapter 1.
[bookmark: _Toc229774337]2.2 Traditional Brand Ambassador Models in Global Retail Marketing
The concept of brand ambassador has been a key aspect of multinational retail marketing over decades. The overall reasoning is simple: when a well-known and respected person is linked to a brand, the company tries to transfer the positive connotations of this person to the product or service that they are promoting (Chiu and Ho, 2023). These agreements have traditionally been structured on the basis of formal contracts and tend to feature celebrities, athletes, or other high-profile personalities who are active in mass-market media outlets including television, print, and outdoor advertising (Lee et al., 2024).
The most common theoretical explanation of why these arrangements are effective is Source Credibility Theory that was initially formalised by Hovland and Weiss (1951). The theory suggests that the persuasive power of any communication largely depends on the way the audience perceives the source, especially whether or not the source is perceived to be trustworthy, expert and attractive. This has been applied in the marketing context to suggest that a credible celebrity endorser is an effective way to lend their social status and perceived authority to the brand, which is more likely to make consumers positively respond to the message of the brand (van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir, 2024). The Source Credibility Theory has gained popularity in the endorsement literature and is one of the most commonly used theories in this field (Knoll and Matthes, 2017). 
The frameworks that are commonly used to assess the brand equity aspect of the traditional ambassador arrangements are the ones that were created by Keller (1993) and Aaker (1991). The model of customer-based brand equity by Keller (1993) revolves around the notion that the value of a brand lies more in the minds of customers, that is, in the knowledge, associations and feelings that customers have towards the brand. Aaker (1991) also theorised brand equity as a multidimensional construct that includes brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations and brand loyalty, which can be enhanced or diminished by marketing communications. The general body of research indicates that endorsements by celebrities, when the identity of the endorser and the positioning of the brand are highly congruent, can have a positive impact on multiple of these dimensions at the same time (Han and Balabanis, 2024). The meta-analytic study by Knoll and Matthes (2017) that examined 46 studies with more than 10,000 participants proved that celebrity endorsements have the potential to produce positive attitudinal effects, but the magnitude and direction of these effects are strongly contingent on moderating factors, including the type of endorser, gender, and product fit.
Although theoretically justified, classical models of ambassadors have important structural disadvantages. To begin with, these endorsements are expensive; deals with high-profile personalities can cost tens of millions of US dollars a year, which can be a significant financial burden that is hard to justify unless it can provide tangible returns in brand equity (Lee et al., 2024; Cheah, Koay and Lim, 2024). Second, these agreements are usually rigid, trapping brands into multi-year exclusivity agreements that limit their responsiveness to market or consumer preferences changes (Gupta and Verma, 2025). Third, the effectiveness of any conventional ambassador strategy is directly related to the long-term reputation of the person endorser, i.e., a personal scandal or reputation crisis can hurt the brand in a short period of time and significantly (van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir, 2024). The latter has been demonstrated in several high-profile cases over the years, but the exact magnitude of such effects is hard to generalise across various contexts.
The cultural variability of the effectiveness of celebrity endorsement has also been studied recently. As an example, Ni-Ying et al. (2025) posit that the credibility of a celebrity is extremely dependent on the collectivist or individualist cultural orientations, in which collectivist societies will prioritize more on the perceived moral uprightness of the endorsers. Likewise, Patel, Arroyo-Cañada and Gil-Lafuente (2023) emphasize that cross-cultural campaigns tend to fail when the personas of the celebrities do not resonate with the local cultural stories and, therefore, they do not resonate. The more sceptical consumers in saturated markets are towards traditional mass-media advertising, the more effective are influencer strategies based on credibility (De Araujo et al., 2025), which indirectly diminishes the relative strategic value of expensive celebrity contracts. Furthermore, reputational risks have been increased in the digital age, with scandals going viral on social media, increasing the negative spill-over effects on related brands (Yao, Liu and Guo, 2025). These findings are indicative of the fact that traditional ambassador models still have symbolic importance, but the strategic usefulness of the models is becoming more limited due to cultural, financial, and reputational contingencies.
Moreover, the attitude of consumers towards the endorsement of celebrities seems to have changed over the last few years, especially among younger generations. According to the statistics provided by Influencer Marketing Hub (2026), in 2023 approximately 11 per cent of consumers preferred celebrity endorsers, which implies that the credibility that was traditionally related to the status of a celebrity is losing its grip on large portions of the retail market. Van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir (2024) discovered that endorser self-presentation, especially the degree to which an endorser conveys transparency and relatability is a significant moderator of brand attitude formation, and this is an aspect that celebrity-led campaigns have traditionally struggled to optimise. In a study that relies on 39 studies and 13,766 participants, Lee et al. (2024) discovered that, although traditional endorsers continue to have an advantage in terms of legacy and mass-market, social media influencers exhibit similar or even greater effectiveness in most advertising outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc229774338]2.3 The Emergence and Growth of User-Generated Influencer Content
The introduction of UGIC as a specific and strategically significant form of marketing is indicative of a more general shift in the digital communications world (Ren et al., 2022). The social media platforms Instagram, Tik Tok, and YouTube, among others, have changed the situation when marketing content is produced, distributed, and consumed radically, as ordinary consumers, micro-celebrities, and content creators in niche areas can build a following and largely influence the purchasing decision (Gupta and Verma, 2025). This has been characterised as a democratisation of influence, a transition to a model where a small group of institutional actors had marketing power to one where it is distributed among a large and diverse network of individuals (Jain, 2024).
Subsequent studies have highlighted the depth of relationships of UGIC over conventional advertising. Mardon, Cocker and Daunt (2023) states that influencers tend to form communities of practice where consumption is part of a collective identity creation, enhancing brand attachment. The authenticity heuristic is another relational dynamic that supports this dynamic, as consumers view peer-created endorsements as more trustworthy in nature than corporate messages (Javed, Rashidin and Jian, 2024). Moreover, empirical research by Wang et al. (2025) indicates that UGIC campaigns are more effective than traditional advertising in emotional resonance, especially with Generation Z audiences who do not consider aspirational distance as a key factor in relatability. Scalability of UGIC has also been mentioned, where brands use algorithmic targeting to increase the micro-influencer reach to a variety of demographic niches (Migkos, Giannakopoulos and Sakas, 2025). Notably, the logic of co-creation that UGIC is based on is consistent with current service-dominant marketing paradigms, where consumers are not only seen as passive consumers but also as co-creators of brand meaning (Kilumile, John and Mtebe, 2025). This reorganisation of power underlines UGIC as a tactical innovation, but a paradigm shift in the organisation and legitimisation of marketing ecosystems.
The academic literature has come up with a moderately developed typology of influencers, which primarily depends on the number of followers and the type of engagement with the audience (Migkos, Giannakopoulos and Sakas, 2025). The most influential are mega-influencers, who generally have more than one million followers and act in a manner that is generally similar to conventional celebrities. Macro-influencers are those with an audience of about 100,000 to one million and tend to be cheaper to hire. Brands are increasingly preferring micro-influencers, who have between 10,000 and 100,000 followers, due to their greater engagement and more communal and personal nature of their audiences (Conde and Casais, 2023). Other studies consider nano-influencers as a specific category of the lowest end of the follower spectrum, but the delimiting boundaries between categories differ across the literature.
One of the most common reasons why micro-influencer campaigns are increasingly being invested in is engagement rates. According to Kumar and Jibril (2025), micro-influencers usually drive higher engagement rates than macro-influencers or celebrities, with some studies indicating that micro-influencers have engagement rates of between 7 and 20 per cent as opposed to about 5 per cent or less in macro-influencers. According to Hsiao and Lin (2025), the strength of the parasocial bond between micro-influencers and their followers, the feeling of a one-sided yet emotionally significant relationship is one of the main factors that contribute to these high levels of engagement. This dynamic makes micro‑influencer campaigns particularly effective, enabling more targeted consumer engagement and yielding higher conversion rates. 
The UGIC industry has expanded significantly in commercial size. In 2023, the influencer marketing industry was estimated to be worth about 21.1 billion US dollars, and that is a 29 per cent increase over the 2022 figure of 16.4 billion US dollars, and is set to grow to 32.55 billion US dollars by 2025 (Influencer Marketing Hub, 2026). These numbers indicate that big brands are not using UGIC as a one-time experiment, but as a long-term strategy. It is notable that such industry benchmark reports are created by organisations that have a commercial interest in the development of the sector and their forecasts should be interpreted with some understanding of this situation. However, the overall growth trend is validated by various independent sources and conforms to the obvious increase in brand investment in creator partnerships in large retail industries.
Theoretically, the development of UGIC has been explicated on the basis of various frameworks. The Social Proof Theory, which was firstly related to Cialdini (1984), is a theory that states that individuals are more likely to seek the behaviour and judgments of other people when they are making decisions, especially in uncertain situations. Social proof is one of six fundamental principles of persuasion that Cialdini (1984) has identified and argues that when people assume that the behaviour of others in uncertain situations is correct or appropriate, it becomes a dynamic that UGIC triggers by the process of peer-generated product recommendations. UGIC contextualizes these suggestions in the framework of lived experience, which promotes peer-validation cues, which institutional advertising struggles to imitate (Jain, 2024). According to a systematic bibliometric review by Kumar and Jibril (2025), the Social Proof Theory is one of the main theoretical frameworks of the literature on influencer marketing, along with Relationship Marketing theory.
The theory of Relationship Marketing, which has been developed by scholars such as those in the Service-Dominant Logic framework of Vargo and Lusch (2004), conceptualises UGIC as a value co-creation mechanism. In their original contribution to the discipline, Vargo and Lusch (2004) suggested that marketing exchanges are essentially service-for-service in nature, and that value is never provided by the firm alone, but rather co-created by the interaction of a number of actors, the consumer being an important one. In this view, consumers are not passive receivers of brand communication, but are active participants in the process of creating brand meaning and identity (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019).  Simmons and Durkin (2023) apply this reasoning to the social media branding environment in particular, where the brand value in the digital era is more and more created through the collaborative relations between brands and consumer communities, which UGIC facilitates and exemplifies. Such a redefinition of the consumer as a co-creator of value is a structural shift of the unidirectional logic of conventional ambassador communications and can be used to understand the qualitatively distinct kinds of loyalty and engagement that UGIC-based strategies can generate (Hasan, Zahid and Qayyum, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc229774339]2.4 Comparative Strategic Analysis: Advantages and Limitations
In a comparison of the two approaches, evidence suggests that there is a complex and context-dependent set of trade-offs and not a hierarchy. Both methods are not equally better, and the most tactically adequate decision will probably be dependent on the specific goals of a brand, its market position, and target audience.
Cost effectiveness is perhaps the most common benefit mentioned in regards to the strategic benefits of UGIC. The cost of micro-influencers is significantly less than the contracts of celebrity endorsement, and the brands can collaborate with more creators in various demographic and geographic groups and spread their marketing risk and avoid the risk of being dependent on a single ambassador (Gupta and Verma, 2025). It has been proposed that user-generated content has an engagement rate that is about 28 per cent greater than brand-generated content (Impression Digital, 2025), and a meta-analytic review of 53 studies and 250 effect sizes by Han and Balabanis (2024) found influencer credibility, content authenticity, and product congruence to be the most significant antecedents of positive consumer In an equally broad meta-analytic survey, Pan et al. (2024) affirmed that these antecedents are similar across product categories and cultural settings, which adds additional support to the perception that authenticity and perceived credibility are the fundamental drivers of UGIC success and not a given platform or format.  In a two-experiment study, Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget (2020) established that consumers associated more with social media influencers than with traditional celebrities, they perceived them as more similar to themselves, and trusted them more, which resulted in more purchase intentions of influencer-endorsed products.
One such theme that is especially relevant to the UGIC literature is authenticity. Niu (2025) discovered that user-generated content is more authentic and believable to consumers than promotional content created by the brand, mainly because it is based on real-life experiences with products. This feeling of authenticity acts as an indicator of trust, reducing consumer scepticism and boosting purchase intentions (Khalfallah and Keller, 2025). Studies dedicated to the direct-to-consumer retail environment prove that consumers tend to believe and stick to the brands that present the real-life user experience rather than the ones that use refined corporate messages (Ahmad et al., 2024). The importance of authenticity as a cross-cultural source of consumer trust is also observed in a number of studies, indicating that it can be applied to any market or cultural setting (Jain, 2024). Shamim and Azam (2024) also reported an unmistakable connection between the activity of social media influencers and impulse buying behaviour, which suggests that the persuasive power of UGIC may be applied in other contexts beyond considered purchasing behaviour.
Recent comparative studies have highlighted the hybrid nature of integrating UGIC with the conventional ambassador approaches. Indicatively, Lee et al. (2024) reveal that campaigns that combine celebrity presence with influencer credibility will have better results in terms of awareness and conversion rates. Likewise, Peggiani and Lamberti (2026) point to empirical data that hybrid approaches help to reduce the threat of over-dependence on either of the modalities, balancing the narrative control and the grassroots engagement. Nevertheless, the issues of governance are burning because the decentralised UGIC networks do not necessarily have the quality assurance mechanisms that celebrity contracts entail (Anselmo, Mannaioli and Sardo, 2025). The regulatory focus on disclosure of sponsorship also makes it harder to compare the results, as transparent UGIC campaigns will have better results in terms of consumer trust compared to opaque celebrity endorsements (Jia, Fu and Dai, 2023). Taken together, these results indicate that the strategic value of either model over the other does not hold, but instead, integrated frameworks that capitalize on the complementary advantages of each should be designed.
In spite of these strengths, UGIC has its own significant limitations. The decentralised influencer-led content creation inevitably implies a certain loss of brand narrative control, a huge and geographically distributed network of creators, which guarantees the consistency of messaging, the proper representation of the brand, and the correspondence of all content to brand values (Petkovska, 2025; Kumar, 2024). The structural risk to UGIC strategies is also the consumer scepticism of the previously unknown commercial relationships (Hu, Kim and Kang, 2025). In 2023, the Federal Trade Commission updated the regulatory guidance to make the disclosure of sponsorship relationships conspicuous and mandatory to all digital marketing, and the equivalent requirements of the United Kingdom and the European Union further complicated the situation of the brands that operate in many jurisdictions (FTC, 2023). Research confirms that the disclosure of sponsorship affects the perceived credibility of the influencer content, and nondisclosure may cause a significant decrease in consumer trust in the influencer and the brand (Petkovska, 2025).
The traditional ambassador models still have certain strategic benefits that UGIC can find more difficult to scale. The high-profile celebrity endorsers attract a focused cultural attention, which is especially efficient in large-scale awareness campaigns and product launches that aim to reach large heterogeneous audiences (Lee et al., 2024). Brands also have a much greater influence over the uniformity of the brand story with celebrity-led campaigns, which is strategically relevant to global retail organisations aiming to ensure a consistent brand story across markets and consumer touchpoints (van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir, 2024). Knoll and Matthes (2017) discovered that the attitudinal effects of celebrity endorsements can be very strong when the endorser type and product fit are strategically matched, especially in those situations when brand prestige and aspirational associations are strategically significant. France, Davcik and Kazandjian (2025) also observe that the user-generated content may be increasingly shaping the digital brand equity, but the anchoring effect that high-profile endorsers may offer remains beneficial, especially to brands that need to build credibility in new markets. 
[bookmark: _Toc229774340]2.5 Impact on Brand Equity and Consumer Trust
The conceptualisation of brand equity by Aaker (1991) and Keller (1993) offers the most common analytical framework of assessing the long term strategic implications of marketing communications decisions. According to Aaker, the model recognizes brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations and brand loyalty as the most important dimensions of brand equity that can be enhanced or reduced through marketing efforts. The customer-based model of Keller focuses on the fact that brand equity is eventually found in the knowledge structures of consumers and is influenced by the aggregate impact of all the communications related to the brand. As the marketing mix shifts towards UGIC, researchers are beginning to map the consequences of this change across each of these dimensions (France, Davcik and Kazandjian, 2025).
Regarding brand awareness, UGIC campaigns based on branded hashtags, challenge formats, and consumer participation programmes have proven to be able to create organic, scalable awareness that can be supplementary or in some instances surpass the reach that could be achieved by paid celebrity endorsement alone (Krowinska and Dineva, 2025). A well-known example of how a systematic UGIC strategy can be used to maintain brand recognition in a demographically diverse group of consumers without relying on one high-profile endorser is the application of the hashtag JustDoIt by Nike to trigger user interaction and the creation of consumer-generated content on social media platforms (Sargent, 2025). The same can be learned by looking at the example of ASOS, which runs an Insiders programme, where it organizes a hierarchy of micro-influencers and content creators associated with the brand, and its wider approach to curating and showcasing customer-generated content on its own digital surfaces (Sheridan, 2024). These case studies can be helpful as examples, but it is important to note that it is necessary to be somewhat cautious when applying the conclusions made about the strategies of a particular company to the overall strategic conclusions.
In terms of perceived quality and brand associations, there is an emerging body of evidence, that UGIC is able to communicate product quality in a register that consumers perceive as more credible and persuasive than traditional brand communications. Hochstein, Harmeling and Perko (2023) conducted a meta-analytic study that revealed that user-generated content is an important factor in the development of brand trustworthiness in online retail settings, which can be partially attributed to the social proof mechanism that supports peer-generated recommendations (Kumar and Jibril, 2025). Shetty et al. (2024) propose that a significant percentage of consumers tend to trust the brands that encourage user-generated content more and view them as more sincere than the brands that use corporate-created content as the primary source of information. Brand associations that are formed as a result of authentic influencer stories are also more emotionally long-lasting compared to those formed by traditional advertising, in part due to their integration into familiar personal situations that allow consumers to connect to the brand more easily (Jain, 2024).
On the brand loyalty dimension, the data indicates that micro-influencer campaigns yield greater parasocial connections between content creators and their audiences than celebrity endorsements do on average, and that the connections have more enduring brand loyalty impacts (Conde and Casais, 2023). The notion of parasocial relationships, the perception of a personal, intimate relationship between a media personality and their audience, has long been a topic of research in the wider media literature, but has been a growing area of research in recent years in the context of influencer marketing. The perceived proximity and identification between an influencer and his or her followers, as discovered by Rialti et al. (2024), can be considered an influential mediator between influencer endorsement and consumer purchase intention, and the quality of the relationship between UGIC-based communication and brand performance metrics can be directly affected.
The mediating role of influencer credibility in influencing the results of brand equity has also been noted in recent research. Pan et al. (2025) confirm that perceived expertise and authenticity of influencers can greatly promote brand associations, especially in online retail scenarios. Moreover, Rajput and Gandhi (2024) have discovered that UGIC campaigns contribute to better emotional connections with consumers, which are converted into increased indices of loyalty in relation to traditional advertising. These findings support the proposition that UGIC not only serves to help in short-term engagement, but also in long-term brand equity building.
These effects have also a generational aspect that is worth consideration. It seems that younger consumers and, especially, Generation Z consumers seem to value peer-generated content significantly more than institutional advertising. According to Statista (2024), the levels of trust in peer-generated content among younger consumers have risen by an average of 61 per cent in 2023 compared to about 51 per cent in 2019, which is a significant change in a comparatively short span of time, indicating that there is a structural change in the way this group of consumers attributes credibility to various sources of brand communication. Over 60 per cent of Generation Z consumers subscribe to at least one social media influencer (Statista, 2024) and studies have consistently indicated that this cohort of consumers uses a peer validation frame to evaluate influencer content, as opposed to the aspirational or authority frame that is commonly used to assess celebrity endorsement. When this pattern of generation is further evolved, it has long term implications on how global retail brands should invest their marketing resources in the two modalities.
[bookmark: _Toc229774341]2.6 Strategic Implications for Multinational Retail Firms
The transition of traditional ambassador models to UGIC leaves multinational retail firms with a unique range of strategic opportunities and challenges, some of which are especially acute in an international environment.
The ability to localise the market is the most frequently mentioned strategic benefit of UGIC when it comes to multinational retailers. Instead of trying to create custom celebrity ambassador programs in each local market, which is an expensive and logistically challenging task, brands can tap into influencers who are already embedded in the local market, whose content is naturally aligned with the values, aesthetic tastes, and cultural expectations of the local markets (Gupta and Verma, 2025). This is a valuable structural benefit of retailers that are present in highly heterogeneous consumer markets in which a single global ambassador might not be culturally relevant or locally credible to produce effective outcomes. The wider significance of influencer localisation strategies in brands that aim to establish a social network presence in relation to a new product launch is observed by Benevento et al. (2024), and it is specifically applicable to the multinational retail context. 
The examples of Nike, ASOS, and L’Oréal that can be found throughout the literature demonstrate that an increasing number of large retail brands in the world are turning to hybrid marketing strategies that integrate the reach and narrative control of high-profile ambassador deals with the authenticity and engagement promise of micro-influencer and consumer UGC programmes (Sheridan, 2024; Sargent, 2025). The strategy of Nike, such as that of contracted athlete endorsers, as well as a comprehensive community-based content ecosystem, is designed to create both mass-market awareness and community-level engagement at the same time. The tiered Insiders programme of ASOS has a more or less similar role, as it fills the gap between formal brand ambassadorship and unpaid content creation by consumers. These hybrid models imply that the strategic issue of multinational retailers is not whether to use UGIC rather than the traditional ambassadors but how to design an integrated strategy that elicits the best-possible performance of each modality in various markets and brand equity dimensions.
The third strategic implication to multinational retailers is associated with governance. The scalability of UGIC, which is one of its main commercial appeals, poses governance challenges that are not equally apparent in the traditional ambassador programmes. Once a brand has hundreds or even thousands of individual content creators in various markets, brand consistency, regulatory compliance and the reputation of the brand being at risk due to influencer malpractice or insufficient disclosure becomes a complicated operational issue (Petkovska, 2025). Reputational risk of influencer misbehaviour or unreported sponsorship relationships is particularly important to global retail brands, where brand equity is a significant strategic and financial resource. Vrontis et al. (2021) contend that to realise the commercial advantages of UGIC on scale, brands must invest in formalised governance infrastructure, such as explicit contractual standards, content licensing schemes, and performance measurement schemes, that would turn the influencer network into an ad hoc external resource into a managed strategic asset. Their systematic review revealed that the most effective influencer programmes are those that are typified by long-term brand-influencer relationships as opposed to transactional, campaign-by-campaign engagements, which have direct implications on how global retailers ought to organize their creator programmes. Dwivedi et al. (2021) also demand more rigorous strategic frameworks of influencer relationship management, stating that the lack of such frameworks is one of the main sources of inefficiency and risk in the existing industry practice and that the area would gain significantly in terms of integration between marketing strategy and digital communications research.
The other factor is that the regulatory environment of influencer marketing has been becoming increasingly more complex in the last couple of years. The new disclosure policy of FTC (FTC, 2023), and similar policies in the UK and the EU imply that now multinational brands have a multi-jurisdictional compliance issue that they have to manage attentively. Lack of proper disclosure not only poses legal and regulatory risk, but also brand equity implications in case consumers feel that the brand has been involved in some commercial dealings that have not been disclosed.
Lastly, the current evidence base on UGIC strategy is uneven both culturally and geographically, as there is an emerging literature on this topic. Most of the empirical studies on this topic have been done in North American and Western European contexts, and little has been done to understand the dynamics of influencer marketing in emerging markets with high growth rates like South Asia, Southeast Asia, Latin America, the Middle East, and Sub-Saharan Africa (Gupta and Verma, 2025). Since most of the fastest-growing retail markets in the world are found in these areas, and the attitudes of consumers towards authenticity, peer influence and digital trust differ meaningfully across cultural settings (Jain, 2024), this geographic asymmetry is a real constraint on the external validity of existing results to the entire set of markets in which multinational retailers are operating.
New research emphasizes the need of adaptive governance structures of multinational companies. According to Theodorakopoulos, Theodoropoulou and Klavdianos (2025), global retailers need to strike a balance between decentralised system of influencers and centralised systems of oversight in order to maintain consistency and compliance. This necessitates the need to invest in cross-jurisdictional monitoring systems and culturally appropriate influencer selection strategies, thus streamlining UGIC practices to the larger corporate governance requirements.
[bookmark: _Toc229774342]2.7 Research Gap
The literature that was consulted in this chapter has grown significantly over the last decade, and a fairly well-established picture of the psychological processes by which UGIC affects individual consumer behaviour has now emerged. Nevertheless, there are still a number of critical gaps, which give the main reason to conduct the present study.
The most significant and, perhaps, the most crucial gap is the one in terms of analysis. Consumer-level results, mainly purchase intention, attitude formation, and engagement behaviour, are the most common dependent variables in the influencer marketing literature, and are considered the vast majority of empirical studies (Jain, 2024; Han and Balabanis, 2024). Nevertheless, little has been done to investigate the role of UGIC in organisational governance frameworks, and the formation of cross-cultural brand equity. Future studies, as Peggiani and Lamberti (2026) emphasise, need to find solutions to how multinational companies can balance the decentralised influencer ecosystem with centralised strategic control, especially in heterogeneous regulatory and cultural contexts.
Although the body of work has yielded some useful information on the psychological mechanisms by which the content of an influencer influences the decision-making process of individual consumers, it tells us relatively little about the strategic implications of the transition between one marketing modality and another at the firm level. The academic literature has not been able to look at the long-term impacts of the adoption of UGIC on brand equity structure, competition positioning, and marketing governance of organisations in a systematic manner (Gupta and Verma, 2025; Kumar and Jibril, 2025). This is a huge omission considering that the choices that brand managers and top executives of multinational retail companies have to make are more strategic than individual-psychological.
Sectoral specificity is another of the gap. A lot of the available UGIC and influencer marketing studies are based on samples and case studies of fashion, beauty, consumer electronics, and food and beverage with relatively little research on global retail as a unique strategic setting (Gupta and Verma, 2025). Global retail is marked by a high degree of heterogeneity in terms of product categories, consumer groups, and competitive forces, and brand ambassador and UGIC application strategic logic might work very differently in this case as compared to the industries that are more reflected in the literature. This disconnect restricts the applicability of the current research to the managerial issues of retailers like Nike, ASOS, and L’Oréal that are present in a variety of international markets with their own unique consumer culture, regulatory frameworks, and digital media ecosystems (OECD, 2026).
The third gap is a theoretical gap. The three theories that are the most applicable in this research, which are Source Credibility Theory, Brand Equity Theory, and Relationship Marketing, are not used in combination but are more likely to be applied separately (van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir, 2024; Simmons and Durkin, 2023). The implication is that a large part of the existing research provides only a partial explanation of the phenomenon: either it is the study of the persuasion process on the individual level, or on the brand value implications on the organisational level, or on the relational and co-creative aspect of consumer engagement, but seldom all three. A combination of these frameworks into one analytical framework would give a more detailed and strategically consistent account of the transition that is currently being experienced in global retail marketing.
The fourth gap is associated with the geographic and cultural areas of evidence. As mentioned in Section 2.6, the current empirical evidence is skewed towards Western market environments, especially the North America and Western Europe. Influencer trust, authenticity and peer validation dynamics may have different effects in more collectivist cultural settings or in markets where digital infrastructure and consumer media behaviors are much different than those in the West. This geographic imbalance is a significant constraint to the external validity of existing inferences, especially when it comes to multinational retail companies with a high exposure to high-growth markets in Asia, Latin America, and Africa (Gupta and Verma, 2025).
A fifth gap is due to the rate of change of the digital marketing environment itself. The influencer marketing environment is shifting at a very fast pace, with new formatting of platforms, algorithmic changes, and regulatory changes continually re-calibrating the strategic calculations of brands (FTC, 2023; Petkovska, 2025). Published studies always lag a little behind practitioner innovations and some of the seminal studies in this literature were carried out in a digital space that has evolved significantly since the time of data collection. To overcome this limitation, the study will focus on the sources published after 2020 and will include the latest industry benchmark data to make sure that the analysis is based on the current situation.
[bookmark: _Toc229774343]2.8 Conceptual Framework
The above identified gaps indicate a coherent analytical requirement: a framework that integrates the individual, organisational and relational aspects of the phenomenon under study into one coherent analytical method. The proposed conceptual framework directly addresses this need by incorporating three theoretical perspectives, which are complementary and cover three non-overlapping aspects of the research problem, including Source Credibility Theory, Brand Equity Theory, and Relationship Marketing theory.
Research Question 2, which is how UGIC affects brand credibility and consumer engagement in comparison to traditional endorsements, is based on the analytical foundation of the Source Credibility Theory (Hovland and Weiss, 1951). The three dimensions of trustworthiness, expertise, and attractiveness are the main dimensions of the theory that are repeated in the literature as the main mechanisms that both traditional ambassador and UGIC-based communication create consumer effects. Nevertheless, the theory has typically been utilized individually to each modality instead of being used as an analytical comparison between the two (Knoll and Matthes, 2017; Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020). Applying the Source Credibility Theory as a consistent evaluative approach to the two forms of endorsement, one can determine the point at which the credibility gap between institutional endorsement and peer-generated content is the greatest, and in what circumstances each modality is most successful.
Research Question 1 and 3, which focus on the strategic forces behind the shift and the risks and opportunities it presents to multinational retail brands, are evaluated using Brand Equity Theory (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993). As the evidence considered in Section 2.5 shows, UGIC has an impact on all four dimensions of brand equity as defined by Aaker, albeit in a different manner than the impact created by conventional ambassador campaigns. These impacts are yet to be systematically examined using the Aaker and Keller lenses in the particular context of global retail (France, Davcik and Kazandjian, 2025). The application of Brand Equity Theory as the assessment model will guarantee that the research results can be converted to strategically significant and operationally viable conclusions about the long-term brand value, as opposed to quantifying short-term involvement or attitudinal reaction.
Relationship Marketing theory, namely the value co-creation paradigm expressed in terms of the Service-Dominant Logic by Vargo and Lusch (2004), answers Research Question 4, which is how global retail companies should strategically respond to the changing marketing environment. As the evidence discussed in Sections 2.3 and 2.6 shows, UGIC is not merely a new avenue of conveying credibility signals or establishing brand associations but fundamentally reorganizes the relationship between brands and consumers by repositioning the latter as active co-creators of brand meaning (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019; Simmons and Durkin, 2023). The governance and organisational implications of this co-creative dynamic cannot be satisfactorily explained by either of the two theories, Source Credibility Theory and Brand Equity Theory, which describe communication as a fundamentally one-way process between brand and consumer. The Relational dimension that Relationship Marketing theory offers fills in the analytical picture by offering the conceptual vocabulary to deal with strategic adaptation, governance, and long-term management of brand-consumer relationships in a UGIC-intensive environment.
The three frameworks do not provide similar explanations of the same phenomenon. They work on various levels of analysis and cover various aspects of the research problem. The Source Credibility Theory is based on the personal communication and persuasion. Brand Equity Theory is a brand and firm-level theory that transforms the individual consumer reactions into cumulative strategy evaluations of brand value. The theory of Relationship Marketing works at brand-consumer relationship level over time, and deals with structural conditions in which durable loyalty and co-created brand meaning are generated. They add up to provide the analytical breadth to move to micro-level processes of persuasion, meso-level brand equity and macro-level strategic adjustment. This combined strategy has not been implemented in a systematic manner in the international retail setting, as observed in the gaps observed in Section 2.7.
There is emerging empirical evidence on the integration of the three theories. The study by Pan et al. (2025) proves that the source credibility, brand equity dimensions, and value co-creation processes are dynamically interdependent in the context of influencers, which confirms the multi-level approach to the analysis proposed in this paper. Rosengren et al. (2025) demonstrate how relationship marketing principles form the basis of effective hybrid retail strategies, whereas Cheah, Koay and Lim (2024) demonstrate that the erosion of credibility in case of over-endorsement can be counteracted by product congruence and authenticity. The combination of the chosen frameworks best represents these mechanisms. Migkos, Giannakopoulos and Sakas (2025) also confirm that the presence of parasocial bonds and the co-created meaning positively influence the results of loyalty compared to the results of loyalty with the help of the traditional ambassador models. The framework thus provides a logical perspective through which the strategic shift in the international retail marketing can be analyzed.
Identified Research Questions
1. How does user-generated influencer content influence brand credibility and consumer engagement compared to traditional endorsements?
2. What are the risks and opportunities associated with this transition for multinational retail brands?
[bookmark: _Toc229774344]2.9 Chapter Summary
This chapter has examined how the traditional brand ambassador models have been changed to user-generated influencer content (UGIC) in international retail marketing. It discussed the theoretical basis of ambassador strategies, the development of UGIC, relative effects on brand equity and consumer trust, and governance issues of multinational companies. The major themes are the benefits of UGIC in terms of cost effectiveness, authenticity, consumer access and localisation, and the risks of inconsistent communication, regulatory compliance and reputational risk. The classic ambassador models are beneficial in terms of narrative control, credibility in the mass market, and reach, but their effectiveness with younger audiences is waning. Nike, ASOS, and L’Oréal case evidence indicates that hybrid strategies, which involve ambassador control and UGIC engagement offer the most robust long-term strategy to global retailers. Five gaps in the current literature have been suggested. Section 2.8 proposes a conceptual framework that incorporates the Source Credibility Theory, Brand Equity Theory, and Relationship Marketing, which has been developed to fill these gaps. This framework will guide the research methodology described in Chapter 3. This chapter's synthesised evidence results in two research questions that will guide the remainder of this dissertation. First, how does consumer-generated influencer content impact brand credibility and consumer engagement, relative to other forms of endorsement? This question is a direct outcome of the chapter's comparative treatment of Source Credibility Theory across both media, using meta-analytic evidence to assess the authenticity, engagement and trustworthiness of the two media. Second, what are the challenges and opportunities for multinational retail firms with this shift? This question is a result of the chapter's detailed analysis of governance issues, regulatory issues across different markets, and the strategic opportunities of cost efficiency and market localisation for multinational retail brands. These questions emerge from the thematic and theoretical analysis that has occurred in this chapter and are a culmination of the key tensions and challenges that have not been addressed in the literature.









[bookmark: _Toc229774345]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc229774346]3.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines and explains the methodology of this study. It discusses research philosophy, approach, strategy, sampling, data collection, quality appraisal, data extraction, data analysis, ethics and limitations. All decisions are linked to the research objectives and aligned with the conceptual framework in Chapter 2. As Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) explain, all methodological choices need to be justified in relation to the objectives of the research.
The overarching aim of this study is to critically examine the strategic shift from traditional brand ambassador models to user-generated influencer content (UGIC) in global retail marketing, and to analyse its implications for brand equity, consumer engagement, and competitive positioning. Four research questions guide the inquiry: first, what strategic factors have driven the shift from traditional brand ambassadors to UGIC? Second, how does UGIC influence brand credibility and consumer engagement compared to traditional endorsements? Third, what are the risks and opportunities associated with this transition for multinational retail brands? Fourth, how should global retail firms strategically adapt to this evolving marketing landscape? These questions directly inform every methodological decision in this chapter.
[bookmark: _Toc229774347]3.2 Research Philosophy
In this study, an interpretivist philosophical position is taken. Interpretivism assumes that social reality is socially constructed, based on meanings and interpretations of human experiences, and that knowledge is relative rather than objective and universal (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The questions are relational and strategic, and relate to meaning, governance and co-constructed brand value, rather than variables. Therefore, a positivist approach, which assumes the existence of an objective and observer-independent reality, would not be congruent with these goals (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Interpretivism is also consistent with the conceptual framework developed in Chapter 2 which draws on Source Credibility Theory (Hovland and Weiss, 1951), Brand Equity Theory (Keller, 1993; Aaker, 1991) and Relationship Marketing theory (Vargo and Lusch, 2004), all of which are concerned with perceptions, meanings and relational processes, rather than causal measurement.
[bookmark: _Toc229774348]3.3 Research Approach
An inductive research orientation is taken, deriving analytical insights from patterns evident in the data rather than testing a pre-determined hypothesis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). This approach is typical of qualitative secondary research in business and management studies, which seeks to develop rich interpretive insights (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019; Cheong et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc229774349]3.4 Research Strategy
The research design is a qualitative systematic literature review (SLR). This was chosen for three reasons. First, the research questions are strategic and theoretical, and require evidence from multiple markets, which could not be obtained from a single-site primary study in the timeframe of this project (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Second, secondary data analysis allows for robust theoretical analysis without the time and expense of primary data collection (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019). Third, the SLR approach developed by Tranfield, Denyer and Smart (2003) and modified by Snyder (2019) is a standardised, replicable approach for evidence-based management research. A qualitative, interpretive version is used here, with thematic synthesis as the analytical approach.
[bookmark: _Toc229774350]3.5 Sampling Strategy
The literature was selected using purposive sampling. This involves the conscious selection of sources based on their relevance to the research questions and their potential to shed light on the phenomenon of interest (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). The sample was based on thematic saturation, where no new insights relevant to the research questions were found (Snyder, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc229774351]3.6 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
The corpus of sources was carefully selected according to criteria. The sources included were peer-reviewed journal articles, reputable books or reliable industry reports published since 2020, that were relevant to influencer marketing, UGIC, brand equity, brand ambassador strategy, social media marketing, or global retail, and were available in full text. Theoretical sources prior to 2020, such as Keller (1993), Aaker (1991), Vargo and Lusch (2004), and Hovland and Weiss (1951), were included as exceptions due to their theoretical value. 
Excluded were non-peer-reviewed opinion articles, published prior to 2020 without foundational theoretical importance, solely focused on non-retail industries with no relevant insights for retail, or not available in full text. Industry reports were only included if their findings were supported by academic literature, to minimise commercial bias (Jain, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc229774352]3.7 Search Strategy
The literature search was performed using Scopus, Google Scholar, and UWTSD Library catalogue, chosen for their inclusion of business, management and marketing literature. The following Boolean search strings were applied: ("influencer marketing" OR "user-generated content") AND ("brand equity" OR "brand ambassador"); ("UGIC" OR "micro-influencer") AND ("retail" OR "global marketing"); ("Source Credibility Theory" OR "Relationship Marketing") AND "influencer". A date filter of 2020 to 2026 was applied, with an exemption for foundational theoretical works. Three rounds of screening were conducted: titles were screened in stage one; abstracts were screened for relevance in stage two; and full texts were read and quality evaluated in stage three. The final set of articles was de‑duplicated. The lists of references of key articles that were retained (Kumar and Jibril, 2025; Han and Balabanis, 2024; Gupta and Verma, 2025) were searched for other sources using backward citation chaining.
A total of 463 records were identified in databases (PubMed, Google Scholar, and journal‑specific). Following the exclusion of 129 duplicates, 334 records were screened for title and abstract. After exclusion of 291 irrelevant reports, 43 were obtained in full text. After reviewing the full text, 32 reports were excluded due to wrong target population, study design or outcomes of interest. The final set of studies included 11 studies, three of which were seminal theoretical papers and eight were recent peer‑reviewed articles. This is depicted in the PRISMA flowchart below.
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[bookmark: _Toc229774353]3.8 Quality Appraisal
The quality of the sources was evaluated using a modified version of the Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP) qualitative assessment tool (CASP, 2018). Each source was assessed against the following criteria: clear aims and objectives; appropriate and justified methods; clarity of data collection or analysis; clarity of results; and evidence-based conclusions. Industry reports were also assessed for transparency of methodology and for potential industry bias. Those that failed to meet a minimum standard on these criteria were excluded. Appraisal judgements were entered into the working extraction table. Critical Appraisal checklist (CASP) of the 11 studies is in the Appendix.
[bookmark: _Toc229774354]3.9 Data Extraction
After quality appraisal, a manual extraction table was used to extract data from the selected sources. The following information was extracted for each source: author(s) and date; focus of the source; key theories; key findings; and relevance to the research questions. This process provided a consistent approach, and an audit trail for reproducibility. Data extraction also helped to identify clusters of themes that were used in the coding process. The Data extraction Table of the 11 studies is in the Appendix.
[bookmark: _Toc229774355]3.10 Data Analysis
The data that were retained and extracted were analysed using manual thematic synthesis, following the six-step approach of Braun and Clarke (2006): familiarisation with data, generation of initial codes, searching for themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes, and producing the report. The coding process was done manually without the use of software. All sources were read in their entirety. Themes, arguments and findings were then coded, using the extraction table. Codes were reviewed and grouped to develop themes in response to the research questions, including authenticity and consumer trust, brand equity, governance and regulatory risks, and hybrid strategic approaches. Themes were defined relative to the conceptual framework in Chapter 2 and contradictory findings were noted, as per the interpretivist approach of the study (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003; Snyder, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc229774356]3.11 Ethical Considerations
This study uses secondary data. There was no primary data collection from human subjects, so no ethical approval for human subjects was needed. All research literature is freely accessible or obtained through legitimate academic literature databases, and is fully referenced in accordance with UWTSD Harvard referencing style.
[bookmark: _Toc229774357]3.12 Limitations
There are some limitations. The secondary literature is still heavily biased towards the retail markets of the West and North America, reducing the generalisability of some findings in emerging markets (Gupta and Verma, 2025). The rapid evolution of digital marketing also means some conclusions may not be up-to-date in terms of platform dynamics and regulatory changes (Petkovska, 2025). These factors have been partially addressed by focusing on sources published since 2020 and complementing the academic literature with recent industry benchmarking data. The lack of primary research means the findings are interpretive rather than empirically generalisable, but this is not problematic for the research questions (Bell, Bryman and Harley, 2019; Snyder, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc229774358]3.13 Chapter Summary
This chapter has provided and justified the methodological approach to the study. An interpretivist philosophy and inductive reasoning underpins a qualitative systematic literature review. Purposive sampling resulted in a final sample of eleven studies, which were subject to clear inclusion and exclusion criteria, a three-stage search strategy and CASP-based quality assessment. Data were manually extracted and analysed using six-phase thematic analysis. The findings are analysed in Chapter 4.














[bookmark: _Toc229774359]Chapter 4: Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc229774360]4.1 Introduction
The findings from the systematic literature review (SLR) carried out in Chapter 3 are presented in this chapter. The data from the eleven sources selected for this study are presented in the four main thematic clusters that are directly related to the research questions that guided the study, following the thematic synthesis methodology developed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The chapter does not provide interpretive conclusions (which are provided in Chapter 5) but instead provides what the evidence reveals in a structured and objective way. This analysis is guided by the following research questions:  (RQ1) what strategic factors have driven the shift from traditional brand ambassadors to user-generated influencer content (UGIC) in global retail marketing; (RQ2) how does UGIC influence brand credibility and consumer engagement compared to traditional endorsements; (RQ3) what are the risks and opportunities associated with this transition for multinational retail brands; and (RQ4) how should global retail firms strategically adapt to this evolving marketing landscape.
The data set includes three seminal theories (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993; Hovland and Weiss, 1951); and eight recent peer-reviewed articles (2022–2025). All eleven sources were coded manually using the six-phase thematic analysis method recommended by Braun and Clarke (2006) which involved three stages: initial data extraction and code generation (Stage 1), clustering of codes into emergent sub-themes (Stage 2) and the consolidation of sub-themes into final thematic categories (Stage 3). This process is fully documented in Appendix 3 (Tables A3.1, A3.2 and A3.3). The four thematic clusters identified through this process are: (1) strategic drivers of the shift towards UGIC; (2) authenticity, source credibility, and consumer engagement; (3) brand equity implications, risks, and governance challenges; and (4) strategic adaptation and hybrid marketing approaches.
[bookmark: _Toc229774361]4.2 Theme 1: Strategic Drivers of the Shift from Traditional Brand Ambassadors to UGIC
The first theme addresses RQ1 by examining the underlying strategic factors behind the observable transition away from traditional brand ambassador models. Four recurring themes emerged from the studies: shifts in consumers' media consumption habits, UGIC's increasing cost-effectiveness relative to celebrity endorsement, the visibility of content at the platform level and the desire for authentic peer-to-peer communication.
Gupta and Verma (2025) conducted an integrative review of 671 articles and determined the two key structural forces that are impacting brand marketing in the world today are the proliferation of social media and the democratisation of content creation. Their research shows that consumers' focus has shifted from broadcast media to interactive platforms, where consumers are able to make a significant impact on their purchases and where individual creators have a strong influence. This is supported by Kumar and Jibril (2025), who conducted a bibliometric analysis of the Scopus database up to December 2024, which revealed that the research on influencer marketing has increased significantly since 2018, with the focus areas of retail and fashion being the most prevalent.
Financial factors were also identified as a significant factor. Arora (2025) discovered that micro-influencers perform just as well as celebrity ambassadors for a significantly lower price, which Barari, Eisend and Jain (2025) directly attribute to the speeding up of budget reallocation towards UGIC among mid-market global retailers. In 39 experiments with 13,766 participants, Lee et al. (2024) found that social media influencers are as effective as traditional celebrity endorsers in advertising impact, but also have an advantage of being amplified by the organic algorithm that paid media do not have. Consumers' scepticism towards commercial advertising was also found to be greater than that of user-generated content, which was found to be a better predictor of digital trust and brand loyalty than brand-generated content (Hochstein, Harmeling and Perko, 2023). The shift from commercial to peer-driven brand messaging highlights a general distrust of commercial brand content and a general loss of trust in advertising institutions (Borges-Tiago, Santiago and Tiago, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc229774362]4.3 Theme 2: Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement
The second thematic cluster focuses on RQ2 and explores the ways in which UGIC influences consumer perceptions of credibility, authenticity and engagement, and how this is different from traditional ambassador-led communications. Of all the themes that were extracted, this one had the highest number of relevant sources (7 out of 11).
The Source Credibility Theory, as first proposed by Hovland and Weiss (1951), suggests that the credibility of the communicator is one of the factors that influences the persuasiveness of the message. The literature reviewed shows that this theoretical framework has explanatory power in the context of UGIC, but in a more complex manner. In a meta-analysis of 53 independent studies and 250 effect sizes, Han and Balabanis (2024) found that the three most consistent antecedents of consumer engagement and purchase intention in influencer marketing are credibility, authenticity and brand-influencer congruence. Their findings showed that the perceived authenticity of the source always acted as a mediator between source characteristics and consumer response.
Van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir (2024) reported that brand attitudes are significantly more positive when the influencer is perceived as knowledgeable, relatable and transparent, compared to when the influencer is perceived as being overly commercial. The personal disclosure and lifestyle congruence were more successful in creating the source credibility transfer than the professional staging that is common to traditional brand ambassador contracts. This is backed by Arora (2025), who discovered that micro-influencers are more effective than celebrity brand ambassadors in building consumer trust and purchase intent, which they believe is due to the higher perceived relatability of micro-influencers. Kim and Wang (2024) further corroborated this finding by examining the effects of AI-generated virtual influencers on advertising effectiveness, and they found that perceived authenticity and source credibility still mediated the effects of advertising effectiveness, regardless of the source of the content. This implies that authenticity is more of a structural characteristic than an individual characteristic.
According to Lee et al. (2024), consumer engagement for influencer-generated content was generally similar to celebrity endorsers and higher when the product was relevant to the influencer, the platform was video-based, and the influencer's audience was small. According to Borges-Tiago, Santiago and Tiago (2022), macro-influencers create higher brand awareness effects, while micro-influencers create better trust transfer outcomes. Influencer marketing has been shown to generate more consumer trust and brand loyalty than traditional marketing methods like television and print, with equivalent budget allocation to UGIC, Griva and Jha (2023) concluded that the relational and informal nature of UGIC creates a qualitatively different type of engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc229774363]4.4 Theme 3: Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges
The third theme focuses on RQ3, and investigates the implications of the transition to UGIC on brand equity and the potential risk that this transition poses to multinational retail organisations. This theme's evidence was split, with positive brand equity associations identified as well as reputational and regulatory risks.
Aaker (1991) defined brand equity as consisting of brand awareness, perceived quality, brand associations and brand loyalty, which are all subject to the manipulation of marketing communications strategy. Keller (1993) extended this by highlighting the cognitive and affective associations that the consumer makes with the brand, and the fact that equity is maintained through meaningful and continuous consumer-brand relationships. In the literature reviewed, UGIC can be seen to have the potential to positively influence all four of Aaker's dimensions, but this is dependent on the quality of execution, the choice of influencers and the level of disclosure transparency.
Hochstein, Harmeling and Perko (2023) discovered that UGC can serve as a digital trust mechanism and as an association strengthener, especially in online retail environments where there is no physical product evaluation. Kumar and Jibril (2025) reported that good UGIC campaigns can drive up brand salience and consumer identification, which are similar to the outcomes of strong brand equity as outlined by Keller (1993). Barari, Eisend and Jain (2025) agree that the impact of UGIC investment on tangible equity returns is influenced by the size of the audience, the type of content, and the context of the platform.
The risks are still high, however. The decentralisation of brand messaging is one governance risk specific to UGIC models that Petkovska (2025) identifies. Unlike traditional ambassador contracts, which provide a direct control of the brand and consistency of the narrative, UGIC is characterised by multiplicity, informality and high variability of the quality of the narrative, which makes it very difficult to manage at scale the brand equity across different cultures and regulatory environments. Lee et al. (2024) found that consumers' doubts about paid partnership disclosure had a negative impact on both perceived influencer credibility and brand attitude, and they point to the US Federal Trade Commission and the UK Advertising Standards Authority as examples of regulatory bodies that have introduced shared liability for brands in relation to sponsored content compliance. Non-compliance risk is exacerbated in cross-border campaigns, where multiple jurisdictions need to be managed simultaneously, Gupta and Verma (2025) point out. Poor brand-influencer congruence is another risk factor that was identified by Han and Balabanis (2024), who found that when there is a mismatch between the attributes of the influencers and the values of the brand, the consumers' engagement with the brand is reduced, and negative brand associations are created.
[bookmark: _Toc229774364]4.5 Theme 4: Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Marketing Approaches
The fourth theme is related to RQ4: How global retail organisations are strategically adapting in a UGIC-dominated marketing environment? The literature indicates that there is a definite trend in the direction of adopting hybrid models which are a blend of traditional ambassador models and the authenticity and scalability of UGIC.
Barari, Eisend and Jain (2025) explicitly state the hybrid strategy as the best option, as organisations that use both long-term, ambassadorial relational approaches and the organic reach of UGIC outperform those that use only one of the two approaches. Borges-Tiago, Santiago and Tiago (2022) discovered that the roles of mega-influencers, macro-influencers, and micro-influencers are different and that brand equity management needs to be strategically distributed among them. For multinational brands, they suggest a portfolio strategy to leverage high-reach influencers for awareness and micro-influencers for community-level trust and engagement, which is typical of UGIC.  
Hochstein, Harmeling and Perko (2023) concluded that the co-creation aspect of UGIC aligns with the theoretical framework of Relationship Marketing by Vargo and Lusch (2004), and that organisations that view UGIC as a collaborative process for creating brand value, instead of as a media placement opportunity, deliver better long-term loyalty and equity results. Gupta and Verma (2025) identified governance mechanisms as one of the key enablers for strategic adaptation as it was found that organisations with a well-defined governance framework for UGIC, including protocols for content creation and contractual agreements, are more likely to reap the benefits of UGIC and reduce the risks identified in Theme 3. Kumar and Jibril (2025) found that the best influencer marketing programmes are data-driven, have alignment protocols and use measurement frameworks that are formal and go beyond follower numbers to measure true consumer engagement and contribution to brand equity. All of the evidence suggests that this is not a platform level issue of effectiveness, but rather a result of strategic management practice.
[bookmark: _Toc229774365]4.6 Summary of Thematic Findings
The thematic analysis in this chapter shows a coherent and multi-layered picture of the strategic change from traditional brand ambassador models to UGIC in global retail marketing. The evidence from the eleven studies selected shows that this transition is motivated by structural, economic and consumer level forces, that UGIC produces unique outcomes in terms of authenticity and credibility transfer, that UGIC presents unique opportunities for brand equity, but also unique risks, and that the most advantageous position for multinational retail companies is a hybrid model that combines the governance rigour of traditional ambassador arrangements with the authenticity and scalability benefits of UGIC. The findings are then discussed with the theoretical frameworks and research questions presented in Chapter 5.














[bookmark: _Toc229774366]Chapter 5: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc229774367]5.1 Introduction
This chapter interprets the findings presented in Chapter 4 in relation to the research questions, theoretical frameworks, and the literature gap identified in Chapter 2. This chapter provides analytical commentary on the findings, their implications for existing theory and their significance for multinational retail marketing practice, whereas Chapter 4 presented the findings in a thematic way in an objective manner. The four research questions structure this discussion: (RQ1) what strategic factors have driven the shift from traditional brand ambassadors to user-generated influencer content (UGIC) in global retail marketing; (RQ2) how does UGIC influence brand credibility and consumer engagement compared to traditional endorsements; (RQ3) what are the risks and opportunities associated with this transition for multinational retail brands; and (RQ4) how should global retail firms strategically adapt to this evolving landscape.
[bookmark: _Toc229774368]5.2 Interpreting the Strategic Drivers of the Shift to UGIC (RQ1)
The findings of Theme 1 support the notion that the transition from traditional brand ambassador to UGIC is not a fad but a more solid strategic realignment. The information from Gupta and Verma (2025) and Kumar and Jibril (2025) clearly shows how the social media environment and the democratisation of content creation have transformed the context of retail marketing. This aligns with the broader research on digital transformation in marketing communications, which places consumers at the center of brand conversations, moving beyond the traditional role of passive recipients to active participants (Barari, Eisend and Jain, 2025).
The findings identify the cost-effectiveness argument that should be given special analytical consideration. Contrary to the belief that marketing reach and brand prestige are directly proportional to endorser profile, Arora (2025) discovered that micro-influencers can deliver similar results and, in some instances, better than celebrity brand ambassadors at a lower cost. This imbalance in costs and benefits makes it an attractive opportunity to invest in UGIC as a cost-effective way for multi-national retailers under pressure to prove marketing ROI. This trend is backed up by industry data, as 54 per cent of respondents from the World Federation of Advertisers (WFA, 2025) reported an increase in their investment in influencer marketing in 2025, while 61 per cent said it is becoming an increasingly important strategic priority.
This strategy is also supported by the findings of Lee et al. (2024) that found an algorithmic advantage for platform-native UGIC in 39 experimental studies. Structurally, organic amplification via algorithmically curated feeds is a benefit that is not available with traditional broadcast advertising, whether it be in terms of production quality or the fame of the endorser (Han and Balabanis, 2024). The findings of RQ1 together indicate that the transition is triggered by a combination of economic, technological and consumer-behavioural factors, and not by one of these alone.
[bookmark: _Toc229774369]5.3 Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement (RQ2)
The findings in Theme 2 confirm the continued salience of Source Credibility Theory (Hovland and Weiss, 1951) in UGIC settings and show how this theory needs to be updated for UGIC contexts. Hovland and Weiss (1951) found that trustworthiness and expertise of the communicator is the cause of persuasive impact. The meta-analytic evidence presented by Han and Balabanis (2024) (53 studies, 250 effect sizes) validates the continued relevance of these dimensions in the context of influencer marketing, but has also identified perceived authenticity as a new and often more prominent mediating factor that was not included in the original formulation.
Theoretically the extension is important. The findings of Van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir (2024) indicate that influencers who employ personal disclosure and lifestyle congruence strategies are more effective in establishing brand attitude transfer than influencers who employ professional and staged strategies, as in a traditional ambassador campaign. This difference suggests that the persuasion process in UGIC is relational (as opposed to aspirational) and is based on peer identification instead of status emulation. This is backed up by Duffek et al. (2025), who found that stakeholder perceptions of authenticity of the influencer are based on the domain expertise and authenticity of the content rather than commercial affiliation with a brand.
Kim and Wang (2024) compare the human influencers to the virtual, AI-generated influencers they introduce, further emphasizing the structural aspect of authenticity as a persuasion tool. Their results suggest that credibility and authenticity remain as mediators of advertising effectiveness in non-human content settings, suggesting that these are cognitive responses of the audience and not properties of the endorser. This is not just a theoretical concern, however, because the authenticity premium can't be outsourced to the influencer, but must be co-created by the brand and the influencer to ensure the audience feels the endorsement is authentic.
The comparative data from Griva and Jha (2023) and Borges-Tiago, Santiago and Tiago (2022) show that UGIC is more trusted and more loyal than traditional advertising, and macro-influencers have more awareness effects than micro-influencers. The tiered performance profile corresponds with the differences in the literature between the different types of influencers and their respective roles in the consumer decision-making process (Lee et al., 2024). The finding has direct strategic implications which will be discussed in the discussion of RQ4.
[bookmark: _Toc229774370]5.4 Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges (RQ3)
The evidence on brand equity presented in Theme 3 is somewhat mixed, and provides some of the most analytically rich findings in this study. The positive relationships found between well-managed UGIC and increased brand salience, digital trust and consumer identification (Hochstein, Harmeling and Perko, 2023; Kumar and Jibril, 2025) align with the consumer-based brand equity model proposed by Keller (1993), which suggests that strong, favourable and unique brand associations serve as the basis for long-term competitive advantage. The evidence indicates that UGIC can be used to help strengthen all four of Aaker's (1991) brand equity dimensions (awareness, perceived quality, associations, and loyalty) when they are implemented with congruent, credible, and transparent influencer partnerships.
The risks outlined in Theme 3, however, should be given the same level of analysis. As Petkovska (2025) points out, a governance challenge that is unique to UGIC environments is the decentralisation of brand messaging. Unlike a brand ambassador who works within a contractual structure and under the editorial guidance of a brand, an influencer's content is created by multiple creators, platforms and audiences at the same time, resulting in many different narratives, facts and brand consistency, which a traditional brand management system cannot handle (Barari, Eisend and Jain, 2025).
This is complicated by the regulatory aspect significantly. Lee et al. (2024) found that when an influencer has undisclosed paid partnerships, it leads to consumer scepticism, which impacts on the influencer's credibility and brand attitude. There are clear disclosure rules in the US Federal Trade Commission, UK Advertising Standards Authority, and EU Digital Services Act, and liability is shared with brands if these rules are not adhered to. As Gupta and Verma (2025) pointed out, this regulatory complexity is further exacerbated in multi-jurisdictional campaigns where the different regulatory frameworks have to be dealt with concurrently. The World Federation of Advertisers (WFA, 2025) has released guidance, recognising that budget commitments are coming alongside regulatory and reputational pressures, and that governance is now a part of the UGIC strategy.
Han and Balabanis (2024) also pointed out that the rapid and large-scale deployment of UGIC adds to the risk of brand-influencer congruence failure. In the traditional ambassador programmes, there is usually a lot of due diligence that takes place before the alignment of the brand-spokesperson. In UGIC environments, the amount of influencer partnerships and the speed at which they are happening makes it hard to replicate this level of scrutiny in a systematic way, making it more likely that there will be some level of value misalignment that will create negative brand associations at scale.
[bookmark: _Toc229774371]5.5 Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Approaches (RQ4)
The findings from Theme 4 all indicate a hybrid approach to influencers as the most sustainable and defensible long-term strategy for multinational retail brands. The meta-analytic findings of Barari, Eisend and Jain (2025) confirm that companies that adopt long-term relationship management (LRM) in conjunction with the organic authenticity and scalability of UGIC are more successful than companies that adopt only one of the two approaches. This discovery helps to address what could be interpreted as an either/or strategic decision in favour of a portfolio logic.
Borges-Tiago, Santiago and Tiago (2022) propose a portfolio approach, in which high-reach macro- and mega-influencer relationships are used to create brand awareness, and micro-influencer networks are used to build trust and engagement in the community, which offers a coherent operational framework for this hybrid approach. It aligns with the multi-layered functions of consumer-based brand equity that Keller (1993) identified: awareness is not enough for a strong brand equity, and it should be supported by strong, positive brand associations that micro-influencers like UGIC can create.
The connection between UGIC and Service-Dominant Logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) provides another theoretical basis for the hybrid approach. Vargo and Lusch (2004) shifted the focus of value creation from a one-way flow of the firm to a co-created process between firms and consumers. When considered as a tool for co-creating brand value, not merely as a media placement tool, UGIC is just such a co-production (Harmeling, Hochstein and Perko, 2023). In the real world, a long-term brand equity is more likely to be achieved when influencers are viewed as transparent partners with shared values, rather than as a short-term tactic to boost reach.
Both Gupta and Verma (2025) and Kumar and Jibril (2025) found governance capacity to be a key enabler of strategic adaptation in this area. Companies that have an established influencer relationship management process, content alignment protocols, and performance measurement processes that focus on brand equity metrics rather than vanity metrics are more likely to effectively use UGIC and mitigate reputational, regulatory, and brand equity risks.
[bookmark: _Toc229774372]5.6 Addressing the Literature Gap and Research Contribution
This study was inspired by the lack of comparative and strategic research on the shift from traditional to UGIC in multinational retail environments as identified in Chapter 2: although a significant amount of research has explored the effectiveness of traditional brand ambassadors, or the effectiveness of UGIC in isolation, there is a lack of comparative and strategic research that examines the transition from traditional to UGIC in a multinational retail context. These findings and discussion help to fill this gap. This study uses the three lenses of Brand Equity Theory (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993), Source Credibility Theory (Hovland and Weiss, 1951), and Service-Dominant Logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) as integrated lenses to show that the transition from traditional ambassadors to UGIC is not a simple and obvious good thing or bad thing, but rather a complex strategic transition that requires careful governance, portfolio management, and theoretical foundation. The conceptual and practical content of this chapter is of interest to scholars and practitioners in the global retail industry.



[bookmark: _Toc229774373]Chapter 6: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc229774374]6.1 Revisiting the Research Aim and Questions
In this dissertation, the transition from the traditional brand ambassador models to user-generated influencer content (UGIC) in global retail marketing was explored. The study used four research questions as a theoretical framework and applied the theories of Brand Equity Theory (Aaker, 1991; Keller, 1993), Source Credibility Theory (Hovland and Weiss, 1951), and Service-Dominant Logic (Vargo and Lusch, 2004) as a theoretical lens. A systematic literature review (SLR) methodology was used in the research, which involved eleven sources being analysed using thematic synthesis. This chapter highlights the main findings, answers each research question, validates the literature gap identified, identifies the contributions of the study, identifies the limitations of the study and suggests directions for future research.
[bookmark: _Toc229774375]6.2 Summary of Key Findings
The findings validate that the change from traditional brand ambassadors to UGIC is indeed rooted and not just opportunistic. Gupta and Verma (2025) and Kumar and Jibril (2025) noted that the retail marketing landscape has significantly transformed due to the evolution of access to content creation and algorithmic architecture of platforms. Arora (2025) proved that micro-influencers can achieve similar results as celebrity endorsers at a much lower cost, and the World Federation of Advertisers (WFA, 2025) stated that 54 per cent of brand marketers from multinational companies intended to boost their budgets for influencer marketing in 2025. The findings of this study extend Source Credibility Theory in theoretically meaningful ways to show that perceived authenticity serves as the key mediator between UGIC and consumer trust and brand loyalty (Han and Balabanis, 2024). The positive outcomes of brand equity are achieved when UGIC is managed in a congruent and transparent way, while the negative outcomes of brand equity are exposed when there is no governance structures (Petkovska, 2025; Lee et al., 2024). The best strategic option for multinational retail companies is a mixture of ambassadorial relational governance and authenticity and scalability of UGIC (Barari, Eisend and Jain, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc229774376]6.3 Addressing the Research Questions
To answer RQ1, the move towards UGIC is a result of a number of structural, economic, and consumer-behavioural factors: firstly, a loss of trust in traditional advertising, secondly, the cost-efficiency of influencer partnerships, and thirdly, the organic amplification of platform-native content. To answer RQ2, the outcomes of credibility and engagement for UGIC are comparable to, and often better than, those of traditional ambassador programs, and the key differentiator is perceived authenticity (Han and Balabanis, 2024; van Reijmersdal, Walet and Gudmundsdottir, 2024). UGIC shares with you real brand equity opportunities and governance and regulatory risks which are structurally different from those in traditional ambassador programmes in response to RQ3. RQ4 was answered by suggesting the best strategic model for multinational retail companies to benefit from UGIC while controlling the risks is a tiered hybrid portfolio approach based on the co-produced value logic of Vargo and Lusch (2004).
[bookmark: _Toc229774377]6.4 Addressing the Literature Gap and Research Contributions
The study was driven by a gap identified, that the effectiveness of UGIC and traditional endorsement outcomes have been studied separately, but comparative and strategic analysis of the transition between the two models of UGIC in multinational retail contexts were underrepresented. This dissertation combines three complementary theoretical approaches and incorporates recent evidence to create a structured analysis which is missing from previous individual studies. This study partially addresses this limitation by building on the existing research on influencer marketing, which has been largely cross-sectional and Western-centric, as noted by Gupta and Verma (2025). Theoretically, the study builds on Source Credibility Theory by introducing the concept of authenticity as a separate persuasion mechanism and on Service-Dominant Logic by using the concept of co-creation of brand value in the UGIC. As per the managerial perspective, the findings align with the meta-analysis conducted by Barari, Eisend, and Jain (2025) which indicates that there should be a tiered influencer portfolio consisting of brand equity dimensions as proposed by Keller (1993), investment in disclosure compliance across jurisdictions, and long-term partnership models with influencers over transactional placements.
[bookmark: _Toc229774378]6.5 Limitations
There are a number of limitations to this study. The SLR methodology is based on secondary sources, which means that primary data is not collected and can not test causal relationships directly. The scope of the eleven-source data set is not intended to represent a complete meta-analysis, but rather the scope limitations of a master's level dissertation. The generalisability of conclusions is also restricted to emerging market or non-fashion retail contexts because of the geographical bias of the wider influencer marketing literature towards a Western, fashion-based context (Gupta and Verma, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc229774379][bookmark: _Hlk229731813]6.6 Recommendations for Future Research
The use of primary mixed methods designs that would include longitudinal consumer surveys and practitioner interviews in culturally diverse retail markets would benefit future research. Kim and Wang (2024) have started to explore how the virtual influencer formats created by AI change the dynamics of authenticity described here, but this is an under-theorized field of study that requires further research. Longitudinal studies that follow the brand equity outcomes over several brand campaigns will further reinforce the empirical support for the hybrid strategic model suggested in this study.
[bookmark: _Toc229774380]6.7 Concluding Statement
This dissertation shows that the transition from the traditional brand ambassador model to UGIC in global retail marketing is a multi-dimensional strategic shift with important brand equity, consumer trust and marketing governance consequences. There is evidence that UGIC can be designed and managed with intentional relational governance and transparency to achieve better engagement and equity results than traditional endorsement models. But strategic advantage is not a given with the format, it depends on the management. Theoretically robust and well-governed hybrid portfolio models are best suited for multinational retail companies that want to make this transition sustainably and effectively.
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	Author(s), Year
	Research Focus
	Key Theoretical Frameworks
	Main Findings
	Relevance to RQs

	Aaker, 1991
	Brand equity dimensions in marketing strategy
	Brand Equity Theory
	Defined equity as awareness, associations, perceived quality, loyalty
	RQ2 & RQ3 (brand equity implications of UGIC vs. ambassadors)

	Keller, 1993
	Customer‑Based Brand Equity (CBBE)
	Brand Equity Theory
	Equity resides in consumer perceptions; associations central
	RQ2 (UGIC vs. ambassador impact on associations/perceptions)

	Hovland & Weiss, 1951
	Source credibility in persuasion
	Source Credibility Theory
	Expertise, trustworthiness, attractiveness drive persuasion
	RQ2 (credibility differences between ambassadors vs. influencers)

	Lee et al., 2024
	Comparative effectiveness of influencers vs. celebrities
	Source Credibility Theory
	Influencers comparable to celebrities; superior to brand‑only messages
	RQ2 & RQ3 (comparative effectiveness, strategic implications)

	Han & Balabanis, 2024
	Antecedents of influencer impact
	Source Credibility Theory, Authenticity
	Credibility, authenticity, congruence drive engagement/purchase intention
	RQ2 & RQ4 (drivers of UGIC effectiveness, adaptation)

	Barari et al., 2025
	Mechanisms and moderators of influencer effectiveness
	Strategic marketing frameworks
	Moderators shape effectiveness; hybrid strategies optimal
	RQ3 & RQ4 (risks/opportunities, hybrid adaptation)

	Borges‑Tiago et al., 2023
	Scale of influencer endorsement (mega vs. macro)
	Brand Equity Theory
	Macro vs. mega differ in credibility and brand equity impact
	RQ1 & RQ2 (scale of influencer vs. ambassador effectiveness)

	Kim & Wang, 2024
	Human vs. virtual influencers
	Source Credibility Theory, Authenticity
	Credibility/authenticity mediate effectiveness; virtual vs. human differences
	RQ2 & RQ3 (credibility/authenticity in UGIC effectiveness)

	Arora, 2025
	Celebrities vs. micro‑influencers
	Source Credibility Theory
	Micro‑influencers outperform celebrities in trust and purchase intention
	RQ1 & RQ2 (shift drivers, comparative trust outcomes)

	Griva & Jha, 2023
	Comparative effects of influencer vs. traditional advertising
	Brand Equity, Consumer Trust
	Influencer marketing enhances trust and loyalty more than traditional advertising
	RQ2 & RQ3 (brand equity, consumer trust outcomes)

	Hochstein et al., 2023
	UGC and digital trust
	Relationship Marketing, Co‑creation
	UGC builds digital trust; enhances loyalty and co‑creation
	RQ2 & RQ4 (UGIC trust, relationship marketing adaptation)








[bookmark: _Toc229774384][image: ]Appendix 2: Critical Appraisal Checklist (CASP)

[bookmark: _Toc229774385]Appendix 3: Thematic Analysis Process Tables
The three main phases of thematic analysis, following Braun and Clarke (2006), are described in the following three tables for the eleven sources that make up the systematic literature review data set. Table A3.1 is the raw data extraction and initial coding for Stage 1. Table A3.2 shows the sub-themes that were created from the clustered codes in Stage 2. Table A3.3 shows how the themes from Stage 3 were consolidated into the four thematic clusters reported in Chapter 4.
Stage 1: Raw Data Extraction and Initial Coding
The following table shows the evidence extracted or paraphrased from each of the eleven sources, and the first descriptive code given during the first pass of manual coding.
	Source
	Relevant Extract / Key Evidence
	Initial Code

	Aaker (1991)
	Brand equity is a multidimensional construct encompassing awareness, perceived quality, associations, and loyalty, all of which are susceptible to shifts in communications strategy.
	Brand equity dimensions; communications strategy impact

	Keller (1993)
	Consumer-based brand equity is built through consistent cognitive and affective brand-consumer interactions over time.
	CBBE; brand-consumer interaction; consistency

	Hovland & Weiss (1951)
	Source credibility, comprised of expertise and trustworthiness, determines the persuasive impact of a communicator's message.
	Source credibility; expertise; trustworthiness; persuasion

	Gupta & Verma (2025)
	Social media proliferation and the democratisation of content creation are the primary structural forces reshaping global brand marketing.
	Democratisation of content; structural shift; platform dominance

	Kumar & Jibril (2025)
	Influencer marketing research has grown exponentially since 2018, with retail and fashion sectors consistently at the centre of scholarly attention.
	Growth of influencer research; retail and fashion centrality

	Arora (2025)
	Micro-influencers generate outcomes comparable to celebrity ambassadors at substantially lower financial investment.
	Cost-effectiveness of micro-influencers; budget reallocation

	Barari, Eisend & Jain (2025)
	Audience size, content type, and platform context moderate whether UGIC investment translates into measurable brand equity gains.
	Moderating variables; equity measurement; platform context

	Lee et al. (2024)
	Social media influencers produce advertising effects comparable to traditional celebrity endorsers, with superior penetration into algorithmically curated feeds.
	Influencer vs. celebrity effectiveness; algorithmic reach; organic amplification

	Han & Balabanis (2024)
	Credibility, authenticity, and brand-influencer congruence are the three most robust antecedents of consumer engagement and purchase intention.
	Credibility antecedents; authenticity; congruence; engagement

	Hochstein, Harmeling & Perko (2023)
	User-generated content builds digital trust more effectively than brand-generated content, functioning as an antecedent of brand loyalty.
	Digital trust; UGC vs. brand content; loyalty antecedent

	Borges-Tiago, Santiago & Tiago (2022)
	Macro-influencers produce stronger brand awareness effects, whilst micro-influencers generate superior trust transfer outcomes.
	Influencer tiering; awareness vs. trust; portfolio approach

	Kim & Wang (2024)
	Perceived authenticity and source credibility mediate advertising effectiveness even in AI-generated virtual influencer contexts.
	Virtual influencers; authenticity mediation; AI-generated content

	Van Reijmersdal, Walet & Gudmundsdottir (2024)
	Personal disclosure and lifestyle congruence generate more source credibility transfer than the professional staging typical of brand ambassador contracts.
	Self-presentation; disclosure; lifestyle congruence; credibility transfer

	Petkovska (2025)
	Decentralisation of brand messaging constitutes a governance risk specific to UGIC; informality and narrative variability threaten brand equity management at scale.
	Governance risk; decentralisation; narrative variability; brand control

	Griva & Jha (2023)
	Influencer marketing generates significantly higher consumer trust and brand loyalty than equivalent expenditure on traditional advertising channels.
	Trust differential; loyalty; influencer vs. traditional advertising ROI


Table A3.1: Raw Data Extraction and Initial Coding
Stage 2: Code Clustering and Sub-theme Generation
This table presents the initial codes assigned to each cluster, the sub-themes that were derived from these clusters, and the thematic categories to which each sub-theme was tentatively placed.
	Clustered Initial Codes
	Supporting Sources
	Sub-theme
	Emerging Theme

	Democratisation of content creation; structural shift to platform-based media; exponential growth of influencer research
	Gupta & Verma (2025); Kumar & Jibril (2025)
	Platform-driven structural change in brand marketing
	Theme 1: Strategic Drivers of the Shift towards UGIC

	Cost-effectiveness of micro-influencers; budget reallocation from celebrity to UGIC; comparable advertising outcomes
	Arora (2025); Barari et al. (2025); Lee et al. (2024)
	Cost-benefit asymmetry favouring UGIC
	Theme 1: Strategic Drivers of the Shift towards UGIC

	Consumer preference for peer recommendations; declining trust in traditional advertising; digital trust antecedents
	Hochstein et al. (2023); Borges-Tiago et al. (2022)
	Consumer scepticism towards traditional brand communications
	Theme 1: Strategic Drivers of the Shift towards UGIC

	Source credibility; expertise; trustworthiness; persuasion effects
	Hovland & Weiss (1951); Han & Balabanis (2024)
	Source Credibility Theory applied to UGIC context
	Theme 2: Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement

	Perceived authenticity; lifestyle congruence; personal disclosure; self-presentation strategies
	Van Reijmersdal et al. (2024); Arora (2025); Kim & Wang (2024)
	Authenticity as mediating mechanism of consumer response
	Theme 2: Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement

	Engagement rates; purchase intention; trust transfer; brand loyalty outcomes
	Lee et al. (2024); Griva & Jha (2023); Borges-Tiago et al. (2022)
	Differential consumer engagement outcomes of UGIC vs. traditional endorsement
	Theme 2: Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement

	Brand equity dimensions; CBBE model; brand-consumer interaction; consistency
	Aaker (1991); Keller (1993); Hochstein et al. (2023)
	UGIC impact on brand equity constructs
	Theme 3: Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges

	Governance risk; decentralisation of messaging; narrative variability; regulatory compliance
	Petkovska (2025); Lee et al. (2024); Gupta & Verma (2025)
	Governance and reputational risk of decentralised UGIC
	Theme 3: Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges

	Moderating variables (audience size, content type, platform); equity measurement challenges
	Barari et al. (2025); Han & Balabanis (2024)
	Conditionality of UGIC equity effects
	Theme 3: Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges

	Hybrid influencer strategy; portfolio approach across influencer tiers; long-term relational structures
	Barari et al. (2025); Borges-Tiago et al. (2022)
	Hybrid marketing as optimal strategic model
	Theme 4: Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Marketing Approaches

	Co-creation logic; relationship marketing alignment; UGIC as brand value creation
	Hochstein et al. (2023)
	Co-creation and collaborative brand equity development
	Theme 4: Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Marketing Approaches

	Data-driven partner selection; formal measurement frameworks; governance mechanisms
	Kumar & Jibril (2025); Gupta & Verma (2025)
	Institutionalised UGIC management capabilities
	Theme 4: Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Marketing Approaches


Table A3.2: Code Clustering and Sub-theme Generation
Stage 3: Sub-theme Consolidation and Final Theme Definition
This table provides the last step in thematic synthesis, where sub-themes were reviewed and consolidated into the four final thematic clusters reported in Chapter 4, and descriptive statements articulate the substantive content of each theme.
	Grouped Sub-themes
	Key Supporting Sources
	Thematic Description
	Final Theme

	Platform-driven structural change in brand marketing
	Gupta & Verma (2025); Kumar & Jibril (2025)
	Social media proliferation and the democratisation of content creation have fundamentally altered consumer media consumption patterns, redirecting brand marketing investment towards platform-based, creator-led environments.
	Theme 1: Strategic Drivers of the Shift towards UGIC

	Cost-benefit asymmetry favouring UGIC
	Arora (2025); Lee et al. (2024); Barari et al. (2025)
	Micro-influencers deliver comparable advertising outcomes to celebrity endorsers at substantially lower financial investment, accelerating the strategic reallocation of budgets away from traditional ambassador models.
	Theme 1: Strategic Drivers of the Shift towards UGIC

	Consumer scepticism towards traditional brand communications
	Hochstein et al. (2023); Borges-Tiago et al. (2022)
	Declining trust in brand-generated content drives consumer preference for peer-to-peer, authentic influencer recommendations over aspirational celebrity messaging.
	Theme 1: Strategic Drivers of the Shift towards UGIC

	Source Credibility Theory applied to UGIC context
	Hovland & Weiss (1951); Han & Balabanis (2024)
	Credibility, expertise, and trustworthiness, foundational to persuasion, remain operative in UGIC contexts but are conditioned by perceived authenticity and brand-influencer congruence.
	Theme 2: Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement

	Authenticity as mediating mechanism of consumer response
	Van Reijmersdal et al. (2024); Kim & Wang (2024); Arora (2025)
	Lifestyle congruence and personal disclosure mediate source credibility transfer more effectively than the professional staging typically associated with traditional brand ambassador contracts.
	Theme 2: Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement

	Differential consumer engagement outcomes of UGIC vs. traditional endorsement
	Lee et al. (2024); Griva & Jha (2023); Borges-Tiago et al. (2022)
	UGIC generates trust and loyalty outcomes that are qualitatively distinct from the transactional attention produced by paid traditional media placements.
	Theme 2: Authenticity, Source Credibility, and Consumer Engagement

	UGIC impact on brand equity constructs
	Aaker (1991); Keller (1993); Hochstein et al. (2023)
	UGIC positively affects awareness, associations, and loyalty dimensions of brand equity when execution quality and influencer-brand alignment are adequately maintained.
	Theme 3: Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges

	Governance and reputational risk of decentralised UGIC
	Petkovska (2025); Lee et al. (2024); Gupta & Verma (2025)
	Decentralised, informal UGIC content creates narrative variability and regulatory non-compliance risks across multiple jurisdictions, representing a meaningful threat to brand equity management at scale.
	Theme 3: Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges

	Conditionality of UGIC equity effects
	Barari et al. (2025); Han & Balabanis (2024)
	The extent to which UGIC investment translates into measurable equity gains is moderated by audience size, content type, platform context, and the degree of brand-influencer congruence.
	Theme 3: Brand Equity Implications, Risks, and Governance Challenges

	Hybrid marketing as optimal strategic model
	Barari et al. (2025); Borges-Tiago et al. (2022)
	Blending long-term, ambassador-like influencer relationships with the organic reach and authenticity of UGIC outperforms exclusive reliance on either model alone.
	Theme 4: Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Marketing Approaches

	Co-creation and collaborative brand value development
	Hochstein et al. (2023)
	Conceptualising UGIC as collaborative brand co-creation, aligned with the theoretical logic of Relationship Marketing, yields superior long-term loyalty and equity outcomes compared with treating UGIC as a straightforward media placement vehicle.
	Theme 4: Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Marketing Approaches

	Institutionalised UGIC management capabilities
	Kumar & Jibril (2025); Gupta & Verma (2025)
	Data-driven partner selection, formal governance mechanisms, and rigorous measurement frameworks extending beyond follower counts are critical enablers of sustainable and strategically effective UGIC programmes.
	Theme 4: Strategic Adaptation and Hybrid Marketing Approaches


Table A3.3: Sub-theme Consolidation and Final Theme Definition
Table A3.1, A3.2 and A3.3 are adapted from the manual coding process carried out as per Braun and Clarke (2006). 
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