[bookmark: _Toc240107484][bookmark: _Toc241144669][image: A close-up of a sign

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

Student Name: KRISHKUMAR BHALALA
Student ID: 2505003

Name of supervisor: Shahrukh Irfan
Date of submission: 24/09/2026

Master of Business Administration
LCMB7035 – Dissertation


Examining the Role of Social Media Marketing and Influencer Marketing in Enhancing International Market Entry of UK Fashion SMEs



                                                       Wordcount: 14756 words

Declaration
[image: ]

Master’s Degrees by Examination and Dissertation
Declaration Form.

I, Krishkumar Bhalala declare that this dissertation has been composed by myself, that the work contained herein is entirely my own except where explicitly stated otherwise in the text, and that this work has not been submitted for any other degree or qualification, in whole or in part, except as specified. 
 
Signature: Krishkumar Bhalala
 
Date:        24/09/2026



[bookmark: _Toc241144670]Acknowledgements
I want to take this opportunity to acknowledge my deepest gratitude to all those who assisted me in the process of doing this dissertation. To begin with, I would highly appreciate my dissertation supervisor who provided me with guidance and support during the research process by giving me constructive feedback and academic advice. Their suggestions and support allowed me to learn a better comprehension of the research subject and enhance the quality of this work.
Last, but not least, I would like to thank my family and friends with all my heart who have been encouraging, patient and supportive during the process of writing this dissertation. Their knowledge and inspiration assisted me to be focused and dedicated during the research.
I am very grateful to all who have helped, either directly or indirectly, in the successful completion of this dissertation.


[bookmark: _Toc241144671]Abstract
This dissertation aimed at investigating how social media marketing and influencer marketing can be used to facilitate the entry of UK fashion small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) into the international market. The study fills a gap in the literature which has largely looked at these digital marketing strategies independently or in the overall context of the organisation and consumer, with little consideration of how these strategies combine to contribute to the internationalisation of UK fashion SMEs. 
A qualitative research design was chosen that relied on secondary data, an interpretivism philosophy and inductive approach. Peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly publications, industry reports and other credible organisations were strategically identified and reviewed through thematic analysis, based on the six-stage framework of Braun and Clarke. 
The results indicate that social media marketing is able to raise international visibility, interaction with customers, market intelligence and access overseas markets, whereas the influencer marketing is able to raise brand awareness, credibility and consumer trust. However, algorithmic uncertainty, culture, reputational risks, authenticity issues and lack of SME resources limit the success of these strategies. The research finds that digital marketing alone is not sufficient that lead to successful internationalisation. Rather, greater value can be achieved when social media and influencer marketing are implemented strategically with the processes of market learning, culturally adaptive communication and relationship development. The study has a theoretical contribution to the field as it shows the complementary applicability of the Technology Acceptance Model and Uppsala Internationalisation Model, and practical contribution in the form of integrated digital strategies, appropriate choice of influencers, market learning driven by analytics, cultural adaptability and ability to endure platform and technological unpredictability.
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[bookmark: _Toc241144673]Chapter 1: Introduction 
[bookmark: _Toc241144674]1.1 Background of the Study 
In the current era, digital technologies have revolutionised the way businesses grow internationally (Meyer, et al., 2023). In the past, international market entry was heavily dependent on significant financial commitments, distribution channels and traditional advertising techniques. However, the advent of social media platforms has reduced the effect of barriers which allows small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs) to connect with global consumers efficiently and cost-effectively (Qalati, et al., 2022). Social media marketing and influencer marketing are two key strategies that have proven vital for companies to build brand awareness, reach global audiences and foster customer trust before market entry. The developments are especially relevant to the UK fashion SMEs who may be at a disadvantage in terms of financial and resource availability compared to larger fashion multinational brands (OECD, 2019).
The UK fashion industry is one of the UK's biggest creative sectors which generates more than £60 billion for the UK economy each year and employs around 1.3 million people in design, manufacturing, retail and marketing (British Fashion Council, 2024). Thousands of fashion SMEs, in addition to established luxury brands are also playing a major role in innovation, employment and exports. However, many UK fashion SMEs face significant barriers to international expansion such as a lack of marketing resources, brand recognition, understanding cultural differences and competition from other businesses around the world (Onohwakpo, 2024). The traditional approaches to internationalisation such as overseas trade exhibitions, physical retail presence and TV advertising are often expensive and are not feasible for smaller businesses.
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[bookmark: _Toc237428466]Figure 1: Influencer Engagement among UK Social Media Users
(Source: Fisher, 2025)
It is evident from the above survey conducted among the social media users in the UK that 62.4% said that they followed or interacted with creators and influencers on social media or any other online platforms (Fisher, 2025). This trend shows how creators are gaining popularity and influencer marketing can prove to be an effective approach for UK fashion SMEs to promote their brands internationally. In today's digital world, social media marketing has become one of the most powerful aspects of a digital marketing campaign (Jaas, 2022). Fashion businesses can leverage platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, Pinterest and YouTube to visually present their products, engage directly with customers and build a loyal base of customers globally. According to recent industry reports, over 5.3 billion people are active on social media worldwide which accounts for more than 64% of the world's population (DataReportal, 2025). This global reach offers UK fashion SMEs significant access to the global consumer market without having to make an immediate physical presence in foreign markets.
Influencer marketing has emerged as a potent marketing method in the fashion sector, in addition to social media marketing. Influencers are people with a large online audience who can impact consumer opinions by making genuine product recommendations and lifestyle posts (Chen, et al., 2024). Social media influencers can build deeper connections with their followers than traditional celebrity endorsers do by engaging with them regularly, appearing authentic and having niche expertise. The fashion industry has been one of the sectors that has seen the most positive impact from influencer marketing as people are more likely to make a purchase when they see something that appeals to them (Chan, 2022). Using influencers can help fashion SMEs quickly boost brand awareness, create electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM) and establish trust with consumers in new international markets.
Along with the rising popularity of influencer marketing has come the evolution of consumer buying habits. Today's customers are looking for personalised content, genuine brand experiences and recommendations from trusted online influencers before making a purchase (Okonkwo and Namkoisse, 2023). In addition, AI, social media analytics and algorithm-based content recommendations have helped companies refine their marketing strategies, track customer engagement and pinpoint relevant international target markets (Ileana, et al., 2025). Hence, this study aims to explore how social media marketing and influencer marketing can be used to improve the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. This efforts also help offer both theoretical and practical insights into digital internationalisation strategies in the highly competitive global fashion market.
[bookmark: _Toc241144675]1.2 Problem Statement
Entering the international market is now an important strategic goal for fashion SMEs who aim for growth outside of the domestic market (Kabbara, et al., 2024). With the rise of social media marketing and influencer marketing, companies can now market their brands, connect with consumers worldwide and address some of the challenges that come with internationalisation. However, the algorithms of social media platforms are constantly evolving and leaving a lot of doubt in terms of the effectiveness of these digital marketing strategies (Mehaq, et al., 2025). Different content formats, engagement metrics and recommendation systems are becoming increasingly important on platforms. Therefore, fashion SMEs encounter challenges when determining which social media channels and influencers are the best fit to effectively target and engage their audience in host markets (Kedi, et al., 2024). This means that businesses can face inefficient use of limited marketing resources, diminished global brand recognition, decreased customer interaction and failed market penetration.
[bookmark: _Hlk234932517][bookmark: _Hlk234932396]Previous research has explored the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on brand awareness, consumer engagement and purchase intention (Chen, et al., 2024; Jaas, 2022). However, there is limited explanation of how these marketing strategies can be effectively applied when the algorithms of social media platforms are constantly evolving to enable the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. This research gap is addressed in this study by investigating the interactions between social media marketing and influencer marketing in improving the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. This reseaerch also aims to offer practical insights to support the creation of more effective digital marketing strategies for successful international market entry.
[bookmark: _Toc241144676]1.3 Research Aim and Objectives
Research Aim
This research aims to explore the impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on aiding UK fashion SMEs in entering the international market by studying their impact on brand awareness and growth.
Objectives
· To analyse the role played by social media marketing in assisting the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.
· To assess the impact of influencer marketing on increasing brand awareness and customer trust in the international market.
· To understand the opportunities and challenges that UK fashion SMEs have faced with regards to social media marketing and influencer marketing in the international market.
· To provide recommendations on the strategies that can be used by UK fashion SMEs to maximize the benefits from social media marketing and influencer marketing in entering the international market.
Research Questions
· What is the impact of social media marketing on the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs?
· What is the impact of influencer marketing on the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs?
· What are the opportunities and challenges that UK fashion SMEs face while entering the international market through social media marketing and influencer marketing?
[bookmark: _Toc241144677]1.4 Research Rationale
[bookmark: _Hlk234932535][bookmark: _Hlk234937659]Along with the growing digitalisation of international business, social media marketing and influencer marketing are crucial tools for fashion SMEs who focus on entering the international market (Chan, 2022). These digital tactics offer low-cost ways to improve brand visibility, reach overseas customers and aid market entry. However, with the constant changes in the algorithms of social media platforms it has become an issue of uncertainty whether these marketing methods are effective or not (Mehaq, et al., 2025). There is growing difficulty for UK fashion SMEs to choose the right social media platforms and influencers to market to target audiences in host markets. The above issues inspire the current study to examine the interaction between social media marketing and influencer marketing for offering evidence-based recommendations to inform better digital internationalisation approaches and enhance the internationalisation potential of UK fashion SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc241144678]1.5 Research Significance
In addition to the changes brought about by the digital revolution in international business, it has become increasingly necessary for SMEs to evaluate the effectiveness of their digital marketing practices in order to extend their business on an international level (Mehaq, et al., 2025). The study is relevant as it gives a comprehensive idea about the importance of the integration of social media marketing and influencer marketing in the international market entry process of fashion SMEs of the UK. The findings of the study would add to the existing body of knowledge through giving an insight into how the two digital marketing approaches function together for the internationalisation of SMEs that has been ignored in the current literature. The study practically provide evidence-based recommendations for UK fashion SMEs about the selection of suitable social media platforms and influencer collaborations.
[bookmark: _Toc241144679]1.6 Brief of methodology and Data Analysis
This study adopts a qualitative research design based on an interpretivism philosophy and inductive approach. It relies on secondary data collected in peer reviewed journal articles, academic publications and reliable industry sources. All relevant evidence is selected with the application of specific inclusion and exclusion criteria. The collected data will be analysed through thematic analysis using Braun and Clarke’s six stage framework. This approach supports the identification and interpretation of recurring themes concerning social media marketing, influencer marketing and the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc241144680]1.7 Dissertation Outline
	Chapter
	Outline

	Chapter 1: Introduction
	This chapter offers the research background, problem statement, aim, objectives, research questions, rationale, significance, scope and dissertation structure.

	Chapter 2: Literature Review
	This chapter reviews existing literature on social media marketing, influencer marketing, international market entry, relevant theories and identifies the research gap.

	Chapter 3: Research Methodology
	Furthermore, this section of the research explains the research philosophy, approach, design, data collection methods, sampling, data analysis techniques, ethical considerations and research limitations.

	Chapter 4: Data Analysis
	Presents and analyses the collected data using appropriate analytical techniques to address the research objectives and answer the research questions.

	Chapter 5: Discussion
	Interprets the findings by linking them with previous studies and relevant theories, highlighting theoretical and practical implications.

	Chapter 6: Conclusion
	Summarises the key findings, presents conclusions, discusses recommendations, acknowledges limitations and suggests directions for future research.


[bookmark: _Toc241144681]1.7 Chapter Summary
This chapter introduced the study and established its aim to explore how social media marketing and influencer marketing support the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. It identified benefits such as brand awareness, customer engagement, trust and overseas reach, while also highlighting challenges linked to algorithms, cultural differences and limited resources. The chapter therefore established the basis for the subsequent literature review and methodological approach.

[bookmark: _Toc241144682]Chapter 2: Literature Review 
[bookmark: _Toc241144683]2.1 Introduction 
In this chapter, a critical review of the literature regarding social media marketing, influencer marketing and market entry is offered. The ideas of various authors have been compared in order to assess the efficiency of the mentioned above digital marketing tools as well as to reveal similarities and differences within the body of the literature. Furthermore, the theoretical framework of the study is offered and justified. It provides a foundation to understand the connections between the variables. Moreover, the research aims are justified by revealing the knowledge gaps within the body of the literature. In conclusion, this chapter offers a theoretical framework that serves as a guide in the empirical part of the study.
[bookmark: _Toc241144684]2.2 Concepts and Theoretical Perspectives 
According to Chyrak, et al., (2024), social media marketing (SMM) is a marketing strategy that leverages social media platforms like Instagram, TikTok, Facebook, YouTube and Pinterest. They help promote products, engage customers and build brand awareness by creating interactive digital content. Furthermore, Gabelaia, (2024) states that social media marketing allows organisations to create long-term customer relationships because it enables two-way communication and customisation. However, Okonkwo, et al., (2026) argued that SMM can only be effective if it is based on algorithms used by the platforms, content quality and audience engagement. Additionally, Xu, (2023) pointed out that influencer marketing refers to a form of digital marketing that sees brands collaborating with influencers and social media users who have a credible online reputation with a large number of social media followers. In addition to that, Fakhreddin and Foroudi, (2022) suggested that influencers refer to credible opinion leaders who can shape the behaviour of consumers through honest communication.
On the other hand, Roth-Cohen, et al., (2025) argued that perceived credibility, expertise and authenticity are factors that affect the effectiveness of influencers. This means that simply having many followers is not enough for successful marketing campaigns. As a result, choosing the right influencers has grown more critical especially with the evolving social media algorithms impacting content visibility and engagement (Rezaei, et al., 2025). In the ever-changing digital landscape, social media marketing and influencer marketing are complementary digital strategies that can help businesses enhance their brand visibility, customer interaction and competitiveness (Dutta, 2024).
From the perspective of Virglerová, et al., (2022), social media marketing and influencer marketing have revolutionised the internationalisation strategies of SMEs. This makes geographical distance irrelevant and allows businesses to reach international consumers at an affordable price. Digital platforms offer a more efficient way to communicate with customers, engage with them in real-time and launch promotional campaigns across various countries unlike traditional international marketing strategies. Although Muthuswamy, (2023) claims that social media improves international brand awareness and customer engagement. However, Bernstein, et al., (2023) indicate that the impact of social media is becoming more dependent on the algorithms of the platforms and the strategic placement of content. Influencer marketing plays a role in internationalisation by using trusted online personalities to establish credibility among overseas consumers especially in industries where social factors play a part in purchasing decisions. 
According to Phuong Dung, et al., (2023), the technology acceptance model helps in understanding the reasons behind the adoption of digital technologies in business organisations based on their perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use. In consideration to the research, these two variables help understand the reasons behind the adoption of social media marketing and influencer marketing by UK fashion SMEs in enhancing their international presence. On the other hand, Chakanetsa, et al., (2026), mentioned that the Uppsala Internationalisation Model complements this perspective by explaining how firms gradually expand into international markets through learning, market knowledge and relationship building. Social media platforms and influencer collaborations provide opportunities to understand customer preferences, analyse foreign markets and develop relationships with international consumers before making larger investments (Onifade, et al., 2021). 
According to Raparla and Modh, (2023), TAM is used as an appropriate theoretical framework to explain the adoption of social media marketing and influencer marketing as digital means for SMEs to internationalise. However, TAM is not sufficient to explain the progressive entry of firms into foreign markets. In this regard, the Uppsala Internationalisation Model (UITM) adds that firms internationalise over time through learning, knowledge about the markets and building relationships (Gao, et al., 2022). Social media and influencer partnerships allow SMEs to gain insight into market and build connections with foreign customers without investing heavily The integration of these two theories provides a comprehensive theoretical foundation for the study. The combined application of these theories offers a broader understanding of how social media marketing and influencer marketing support the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.

[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc237428467]Figure 2: Theoretical Framework
(Source: Created by Author)
This theoretical framework helps explain how the research is investigating the application of social media marketing and influencer marketing in assisting the international market entry of fashion SMEs in the United Kingdom. The Technology Acceptance Model is used to illustrate the rationale behind the use of digital marketing tools based on the usefulness and ease of use of the technology (Salleh, et al., 2025). These marketing strategies are expected to enhance brand awareness and customer trust, which can develop relationships with global customers. The Uppsala Internationalisation Model is a model that describes how companies enter foreign markets using market knowledge, learning and relationship building (Wu and Vahlne, 2020). The framework offers a clear background on the contribution of digital marketing strategies to the achievement of successful international market entry and business growth.
[bookmark: _Toc241144685]2.3 Role of social media marketing in supporting the international market entry
From the perspective of Khaki and Khan, (2024), social media marketing (SMM) has become one of the most powerful digital marketing strategies that helps the internationalisation of fashion small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs). Social media platforms offer a different way to market a product internationally from traditional methods as they allow companies to communicate directly with customers from around the world (Meyer, et al., 2023). This makes it possible for fashion SMEs to build brand awareness, explore international markets, and reach potential customers without a huge financial outlay. However, Li, et al., (2023) argued that social media has changed the way businesses communicate as organisations can now create interactive relationships with people around the world instead of simply promoting their products and services. In the same manner, Okonkwo and Awad, (2023) recommended that social media can help businesses engage customers, build communities and communicate with them personally. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc237428468]Figure 3: Conceptual Relationship between Influencer Characteristics, Trust, and Purchase Intention
(Source: Sindhuja, et al., 2023)
The above model shows that credibility, expertise, content quality and attractiveness of the influencer are some important factors that help in developing consumer trust that then impacts purchase intention (Sindhuja, et al., 2023). This means that the role of trust acts as a mediating variable between the traits of the influencer and the behaviour of consumers. It is essential to choose credible and expert influencers with quality content. Moreover, Witek-Hajduk and Zaborek, (2022) claimed that social media marketing has a positive impact on international market entry through its ability to improve the visibility of the brand in the international market. Social media offers businesses constant visibility to the global consumer market through targeted advertising, organic content and user-generated interaction. For SMEs, visual platforms like Instagram, TikTok and Pinterest allow them to showcase collections, convey brand identity, and highlight product quality to a global audience (Chibvura and Penceliah, 2026). This visibility can help fashion SMEs address the issue of poor brand recognition in the international market which has been a challenge for them. Additionally, Maru and Sai Vijay, (2024) stated that likes, comments, shares and reviews customers leave on the brand's posts create electronic word of mouth (eWOM) which extends brand exposure beyond local markets. 
Furthermore, Zhang, et al., (2022) stated that social media sites provide valuable real-time consumer data that can help businesses know about the aspects customers like and dislike in other countries before they enter new markets. Consistent with these views, Balamurugan, (2024) reviewed that digital engagement metrics such as customer comments, content interactions and audience demographics offer firms strategic information to guide market selection and product adaptation. Thus, fashion SMEs can spot trends and understand the preferences of consumers and tailor marketing strategies to the cultural expectations of target markets. However, Witek-Hajduk and Zaborek, (2022) doubt that social media marketing is sufficient for a successful international market entry. Furthermore, Eg, et al., (2023) raise an argument that maintaining social media profiles is not enough to gain international exposure as the algorithms of these platforms are becoming increasingly influential in deciding what content is seen by users. With social media platforms favouring content that resonates with engagement, SMEs who are not as digitally savvy may find it difficult to get any significant international exposure. 
According to Gerbaudo, (2026), the increasing power of algorithmic content distribution is a significant critique as Instagram, TikTok and Facebook's algorithms are constantly evolving to favour certain types of content, user actions and engagement metrics. This uncertainty poses a huge challenge for fashion SMEs when entering international markets as gaining new customers from overseas relies largely on digital visibility. SMEs may not have the same advertising budgets as the big boys and may be especially sensitive to the algorithm changes (Ham and Park, 2026). This makes the effectiveness of social media marketing very dependent on the optimisation strategies used on each platform rather than the quality or brand value of the product itself.
Likes, shares, comments and follower growth are all positive engagement metrics that are often used to measure marketing success. However, in contrast to these perspectives, Sharabati, et al., (2024) claim that high engagement does not always lead to successful international market entry or commercial performance. This leads to marketing strategies focused on online visibility instead of customer acquisition and market development. SMEs can get a lot of social media interactions but may not be able to convert their online users into international customers.  In addition, Marolt, et al., (2022) noted that the effectiveness of social media marketing is significantly different in various international markets as consumer behaviour varies depending on cultural, technological and regulatory conditions. Further, Zimu, (2023) raises the argument that cultural differences in communication preferences, purchasing behaviour and digital platform use may lead to the failure of marketing strategies in other countries. For instance, Instagram might be the most popular social media for fashion marketing in Western Europe but other social media platforms might be more influential in Asian markets. 
Furthermore, Jusuf, (2023) reviewed that with increasing competition in the market, the cost of acquiring customers also increases and organic reach decreases. This encourages companies to invest in paid advertising and partnership marketing. Also, Yang, et al., (2023) believe that social media marketing should not be used in isolation but in combination with other marketing methods such as influencer marketing, content marketing and digital internationalisation strategies. This complete solution allows companies to reach customers through multiple channels, build audience trust and authority and foster customer confidence in global markets.
Considering the above findings, it can be stated that social media marketing has a significant role in helping fashion SMEs enter the international market due to brand awareness, customer engagement and gaining access to international market intelligence. It is observed from many researchers that social media marketing helps companies establish a relationship with their customers and expand their international presence through digital communications. Nonetheless, other scholars claim that its success is conditional on such aspects as platform algorithms, culture diversity and the capacity to transform online interaction into real international consumers. Another finding in the literature suggests that social media marketing works better with the other digital marketing techniques, especially influencer marketing. Despite these findings, limited research has examined how social media marketing and influencer marketing work together to support the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. This gap demonstrates that additional research is required in the context of the UK fashion SME.
[bookmark: _Toc241144686]2.4 Effectiveness of Influencer Marketing in Enhancing Brand Awareness and Customer Trust in International Markets
Bana and Shahreen, (2024) affirm that influencer marketing has turned out to be a valuable instrument for the fashion industry marketers worldwide. Social media influencers have played an integral role in giving suggestions on products as well as providing fashion inspirations to consumers. Unlike traditional marketing campaigns, influencer marketing entails the use of trusted individuals by their audience. Furthermore, Ardley, et al., (2022) emphasise that influencers act as opinion leaders who do not simply promote products and services but create a form of content that is both authentic and relatable to consumers. Similarly, Zhang and Choi, (2022) state that influencer marketing activates greater emotions with consumers as influencers are trusted by their followers and seen as a better source of information. 
According to Agustian, et al., (2023), influencer marketing provides a great impact on brand awareness and helps businesses reach audiences across different geographical areas. Influencers have highly engaged online communities where brands can reach potential customers that may not be easily accessed through traditional marketing methods. In the fashion business, influencers are able to promote products as a lifestyle, style tutorials or product reviews which further boosts the fashion brand exposure to international shoppers (Gomes, et al., 2022). This is especially helpful for fashion SMEs as smaller budgets may limit the ability to invest in large international advertising campaigns.  The other well-known benefit stated by Khan, (2023) is the improved trust in customers that influencers provide. The importance of trust in consumer behaviour is well known and has been identified as a key factor in online retail settings as customers are not able to physically inspect the products they are buying. 
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc237428469]Figure 4: Factors Influencing Consumer Perception and Purchase Intention through Influencer Marketing.
(Source: Babu, et al., 2025)
The model highlights how word-of-mouth, content attributes, consumer trust, emotional bonding and brand awareness all come together to form the consumer perception which eventually impacts the purchase intent (Babu, et al., 2025). The model makes it clear that good consumer perceptions formed using influencer marketing and content are key drivers of purchase decisions. Hence, trust and brand awareness are important for effective marketing. International brands have the opportunity to showcase products in ways that are culturally relevant and meaningful to their target audience (Okonkwo, et al., 2023). Hence, domestic influencers in host markets can help build local legitimacy and help overcome the cultural challenges that can be barriers to international growth. The above points indicate that influencer marketing is not only effective at promoting but can also prove beneficial in adapting to the market. Even with these benefits, the performance of influencer marketing has been subject to much debate in the academic literature. Okonkwo and Namkoisse, (2023) state that the more commercialised the concept of influencers has become, the less authentic they are and the less trust consumers have in them. 
Since influencer marketing has gained popularity in the social media marketing environment and has become a multi-billion pound industry, sponsored content has become common on social media platforms. On the other hand, Arnesson, (2023) suggested that too much promotion partnership can make audiences doubt on the authenticity of the influencer's recommendations and limit the convincing effect of the influencer. Consumers are now better prepared to spot paid endorsement and it could make the endorsements less trustworthy and even less authentic which reduces trust in the influencer and the promoted brand. 
Another significant debate raised by Hsiao and Lin, (2025) is the connection between popularity and marketing effectiveness of influencers. There are still a lot of organisations relying on the number of followers only to assume that bigger followers are equal to bigger marketing impact. Wies, et al., (2023) disagreed and noted that follower numbers do not necessarily correlate with campaign success as engagement with and perceived expertise of the audience may be more important than fans for overall success. While macro influencers can reach a larger audience, micro influencers often have deeper connections with their followers. As a result, it may be difficult for fashion SMEs with limited marketing budgets to get a return on investment when they invest in celebrity influencers (Bezovski, 2024). This argument casts doubt on the concept that increased visibility will translate into higher customer trust or international market penetration.
From the perspective of Musiyiwa and Jacobson, (2023), discoveries in social media algorithms have added additional doubts about the effectiveness of influencer marketing. As Instagram and TikTok change their algorithms regularly it impacts the visibility and reach of influencers. These algorithm updates make the world of influencer marketing harder to predict because did not know about the kind of engagement they will receive. As a result, even if influencers are highly credible their visibility can drop after algorithm changes which impacts campaign results (Theodorakopoulos, et al., 2025). This is a problem especially for SMEs as they may not have enough funds to continually test influencer partnerships in various global markets. As a result, technological uncertainty has emerged as a significant constraint on influencers' performance in the marketing arena.
Furthermore, scholars are doubtful about real impact of influencer marketing on business. Although likes, comments and shares are often used to measure influencers' success, Aboelenien, et al., (2023) believe that these metrics are not to be considered as a substitute for business accomplishment. Also, the authors noted that in international markets other product pricing, delivery infrastructure, customs rule and cultural preferences also affect the purchasing decision. Therefore, it is impossible to ensure that international market entry will be successful without a wider international business capability as part of influencer marketing (Cartwright, et al., 2022). This view emphasises the need to connect influencer marketing more closely to the broader digital marketing and internationalisation strategies.
The literature indicates that influencer marketing has emerged as a significant approach towards assisting fashion SMEs to venture into foreign markets through increasing brand awareness and customer trust. There is agreement among many researchers that the influencers are able to develop genuine communication, enhance brand awareness and facilitate consumer interaction, especially in online fashion markets. Nevertheless, other scholars have contended that the presence of too much sponsored content, changes in the social media algorithm and over-reliance on follower numbers can reduce the credibility of influencers as well as the effectiveness of such campaigns. While there have been studies conducted on influencer marketing in the past, there has not been much focus on the joint impact of influencer marketing and social media marketing in the process of international market entry by UK fashion SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc241144687]2.5 Opportunities and Challenges Faced by Fashion SMEs When using Social Media and Influencer Marketing for International Expansion
According to Dana, et al., (2022), digital technologies have revolutionised international business which offers SMEs new opportunities to enter into foreign markets with social media marketing and influencer marketing. The digital strategies provide a path for SMEs to internationalise themselves without needing to make significant financial investments or have distribution networks in place. Furthermore, Ilieva, et al., (2024) explain that social media allows companies to reach international customers directly while influencer marketing can add validity to social media marketing by engaging customers through trusted online figures. On the other hand, Han, et al., (2023) state that social media marketing may not be a low-cost option. Although it costs little to open an account, it is necessary to continuously invest in creating professional content, advertising campaigns, collaborating with influencers and managing social media for competitive visibility. Furthermore, Kedi, et al., (2024) indicated that due to algorithm changes, businesses have to increasingly use paid promotional activities. As a result, while digital marketing might seem like a cost-effective approach for small and medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), maintaining a consistent international presence could be difficult if their financial resources are constrained. 
However, Rodriguez and Piccoli, (2024) show that better visibility does not always ensure success in competition. Digital platforms remain crowded and saturated markets with thousands of fashion brands struggling for consumer attention. Though SMEs have social media campaigns in place, they find it difficult to stand out differently among a large amount of creative content. Moreover, algorithms on platforms are becoming more user-centric which means that smaller businesses are having a harder time against larger companies that have dedicated digital marketing staff. Hazzam and Wilkins, (2022) emphasise the importance of digital marketing's international market intelligence as a valuable opportunity. Fashion SMEs can analyse consumer behaviour in advance of new markets by looking at customer interactions, engagement analytics and audience demographics. Also, Theodorakopoulos and Theodoropoulou, (2024) state that real-time digital data helps companies see trends that are developing, assess customer preferences and adapt their marketing strategies to local markets. These capabilities decrease the risk of uncertainties associated with international expansion and provide support to evidence-based decision-making. As a result, social media sites turn into strategic intelligence systems and not simply promotional systems.
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[bookmark: _Toc237428470]Figure 5: Framework of Social Media Marketing and Brand Equity Development 
(Source: Jaishwal and Trapathi, 2024)
In other words, the framework shows how the use of UGC, FGC, eWOM, customer engagement and online brand communities improve social media marketing. This further improves brand awareness, brand loyalty, brand trust, brand image, perceived quality and brand association (Jaishwal and Trapathi, 2024). All these dimensions play an important role in improving brand equity which establishes the importance of social media marketing for gaining competitive advantage. On the other hand, Sutarman, et al., (2025) stated that relying too heavily on digital analytics can create new challenges. Also, organisations tend to focus on more superficial metrics like likes, shares and follower numbers, overlooking more meaningful metrics like customer acquisition and subsequent international performance. As a result, companies can start creating a marketing plan that is not truly in line with the demands of the market which can result in poor decisions in international expansion (Nwabekee, et al., 2024). Moreover, influencer marketing can enhance the credibility and boost customer trust in new international markets. According to Balaban, et al., (2022) consumers believe that influencers are real and trustworthy individuals but not commercial advertisers that can be purchased. Local influencers can also help businesses reach culturally specific audiences with culturally familiar language, values and consumption habits. Thus, influencer marketing makes it easier to adapt to culture and enhances consumer acceptance of foreign brands. These benefits are especially important for SMEs who have not built up their international brand.
However, Okonkwo and Namkoisse, (2023) indicated an issue associated with the choice of influencers who are unable to represent the brand in different international markets. Many organisations look at follower count over the value of their content and its engagement or the credibility of the influencers. This means that companies can partner with influencers who have high visibility and low purchasing power. Moreover, with the rise of fake followers, bots and paid engagement, concerns have been raised about authenticity of influencers (Lou, et al., 2023). This diminishes customer confidence and also makes campaigns less effective especially when the fashion market is competitive. 
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[bookmark: _Toc237428471]Figure 6: Algorithm Flow for Social Media Information Feature Selection.
(Source: Sun, 2021)
Another challenge determined by Metzler and Garcia, (2024) is about increasing focus of shifting algorithms on social media platforms. New algorithm changes make it harder to determine campaign performance as they are increasingly based on video content, user engagement trends and personalised recommendations. Even the figure 5th illustrates that algorithmic procedures involved in finding and assigning give priority to the appropriate information on social media platforms (Sun, 2021). The procedure is initiated with the computation of keyword importance from text, followed by data crawling, word extraction and feature selection. The algorithm then evaluates whether selected words meet a predefined weight threshold before performing text feature and semantic similarity calculations. Through this algorithmic procedure, social media platforms will be able to categorise and recommend relevant content to the user (Hashim and Waden, 2023). In the business environment especially fashion SMEs, these algorithms define the reach of the content posted on social media platforms. 
Consistent with these arguments, Grimmelikhuijsen, (2023) further noted that algorithmic decisions are not fully transparent which makes it difficult to predict which content will get international exposure. Also, businesses can not rely on this prediction to make informed decisions about their content strategy. As a result, marketing tactics that once performed well could find issue in visibility once the platform changes. This uncertainty has a disproportionate impact on SMEs as they have less money to make constant adjustments to their digital marketing campaigns, or to invest in promotions on different platforms.
The literature states that the combination of social media marketing and influencer marketing can assist in the entry of fashion SMEs into the international market through enhancing brand recognition, customer confidence and access to valuable market information. According to many studies, these digital strategies assist firms in comprehending consumer preferences and reaching international audiences better. Nevertheless, researchers also note that there are several issues such as rising marketing expenses, high online competition, shifting platform algorithms and the possibility of choosing inappropriate influencers. Moreover, the issue of excessive use of online indicators of engagement that do not always indicate real business performance or global success is still present. Although previous research has examined the benefits and challenges of both strategies, limited studies have explored their combined influence on the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. This is the gap that offers a strong foundation to the current study.
[bookmark: _Toc241144688]2.6 Research Gap
The impact of social media marketing and influencer marketing on enhancing brand awareness, customer trust, consumer engagement and purchase intention in various industries and countries has been widely discussed in previous studies. Authors such as Ardley, et al., (2022), Agustian, et al., (2023), Hazzam and Wilkins, (2022) and Balaban, et al., (2022) have also explored the contribution of digital marketing strategies to international business and market expansion. Nevertheless, the available literature has explored these strategies either separately or in large organisations, online consumer behaviour or overall business performance. Few studies have also investigated the joint effect of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the global market entry of UK fashion SMEs which presents a significant gap in the literature. Therefore, this study aims to address this gap by examining how these two digital marketing strategies collectively support the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc241144689]2.7 Literature summary
This chapter reviewed the literature related to social media marketing, influencer marketing and international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. The discussion revealed that both digital marketing strategies are capable of enhancing brand awareness, customer confidence and customer interaction, which facilitates international business growth. The chapter also examined the Technology Acceptance Model and the Uppsala Internationalisation Model as the theoretical foundation of the study and developed a theoretical framework linking the key variables. In addition, the review noted that a number of challenges were present such as a shift in platform algorithms, the rise of competition, cultural differences and the inability to translate online engagement into international business performance. The literature further revealed a limited understanding of the combined influence of social media marketing and influencer marketing on the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. These findings justify the need for the present study. The following chapter describes the research methodology used to fill the research gap identified.


[bookmark: _Toc241144690]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc241144691]3.1 Introduction
The purpose of this research is to discuss how social media marketing and influencer marketing can contribute to international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. To achieve this goal, the research is guided by four research objectives. The first objective is to study how social media marketing contributes to the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs. The second one is to evaluate the effectiveness of influencer marketing to spread brand awareness and customer trust in foreign markets. The third objective is to find out what opportunities and challenges are encountered by the UK fashion SMEs in pursuing international expansion through social media and influencer marketing. The last objective is to propose recommendations on how UK fashion SMEs can maximise social media and influencer marketing to enter the international market successfully. This chapter explains the methodology adopted to achieve these objectives. 
The chapter describes the methodological procedure used to attain the research objectives. It begins by discussing the research philosophy and research approach that underpin the study. It then describes the research design and research strategy that was used to explore the research problem. The chapter proceeds to explain the data collection process, sampling method and method of data analysis applied to study the chosen literature. Lastly, it explains the steps involved in the quality of the research and the ethical considerations that are applicable to the research and the limitations of the methodology. These sections give a clear justification of the research process and indicate the credibility of the study.
[bookmark: _Toc241144692]3.2 Research Design
The research onion created by Saunders offers a systematic framework through which research is guided by the most important methodological choices that are needed to design and execute a systematic and coherent research study (Gamage, 2025). It describes the steps of the research process, starting with the research philosophy and continuing with the research approach, research strategy, data collection and data analysis methods. The application of the research onion assists in making sure that every methodological choice is logically related and aligned with the research objective. This study follows the stages of the research onion by adopting an interpretivist philosophy, an inductive approach, a qualitative research method, a secondary data collection strategy and thematic analysis. These methodological decisions have been deemed suitable in that the study aims at generating a detailed insight into the role of social media marketing and influencer marketing towards the international markets entry of UK fashion SMEs.

[bookmark: _Toc237428472]Figure 7: Saunders’ Onion Model
(Inspired by: Saunders, et al., 2019)
The research design of this study is a qualitative research design using secondary data. It is widely used to develop an in depth understanding of complex business issues by exploring meanings, experiences and interpretations presented within existing sources (Muzari, et al., 2022). Since the present study seeks to examine how social media marketing and influencer marketing support the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs, qualitative research is considered more appropriate than a quantitative design because it allows the researcher to interpret different viewpoints reported in previous studies rather than measure statistical relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc241144693]3.3 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy can be described as the values and presumptions that direct the manner in which knowledge is produced and perceived during a research study (Khatri, 2020). It shapes the research methods, interpretation of findings and the general way the investigation takes place. The research philosophy used in this study is the interpretivism research philosophy which supposes that reality is socially created and that knowledge is built based on the interpretation, understanding of experiences, behaviours and interpretations as opposed to measuring objective facts. (Pervin and Mokhtar, 2022). The focus of this research is to gain insights, perspectives and data provided in the existing academic literature than to establish numerical relationships because it is based on the role of social and influencer marketing in helping the UK fashion SMEs enter the international market.
Interpretivism is also consistent with qualitative research because it allows the research to explore complex business phenomena from different perspectives. The existing literature presents different views regarding the effectiveness of social media marketing and influencer marketing for international expansion. The selected philosophy also helped to analyse these various perspectives and compare and interpret them to create a detailed view of the research issue. Therefore, this philosophy supports the aim of identifying themes, patterns and knowledge gaps within the existing literature relating to the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc241144694]3.4 Research Approach
The research approach explains how a study develops knowledge and establishes the relationship between theory and research (Kumar and Ujire, 2024). It directs the data collection and analysis process in order to address the research questions. Deductive and inductive are the two most widely-used research methods. A deductive approach starts with preexisting theories or hypotheses and verifies them with empirical facts whereas an inductive approach builds understanding by finding patterns and themes in the gathered data (Yuwono and Rachmawati, 2023).
An inductive research method is used in this study since it aims at the creation of a deeper insight into how social media marketing and influencer marketing can support the international market entry by interpreting existing literature. The study explores the findings of previous research to identify common themes, relationships and differing viewpoints rather than testing predetermined hypotheses. The inductive method is deemed suitable since the study is focused on interpreting the available knowledge and achieve a detailed insight on the opportunities, challenges and strategic contribution of digital marketing to international expansion. 
[bookmark: _Toc241144695]3.5 Research Strategy
Research strategy is the general plan used in the process of data collection and analysis to answer research questions (Ganesha and Aithal, 2022). It offers a systematic process of identifying pertinent information and makes the research process systematic and transparent.  This study adopts a keyword search strategy to identify and collect relevant secondary data. Qualitative secondary research often incorporates a keyword search strategy since it allows the research to identify high quality academic literature specifically related to the research topic (Cheong, et al., 2023). Search of relevant studies was also conducted in well-known academic databases, such as MDPI, Web of Science, ScienceDirect, ResearchGate, Emerald Insight, SpringerLink and Google Scholar. These databases were selected because they provide access to peer reviewed journal articles, scholarly publications in the fields of marketing, international business and SMEs.
The key search terms that were used includes social media marketing, influencer marketing, international market entry, internationalisation, fashion SMEs, UK fashion industry, brand awareness and customer trust. The keywords were combined using Boolean operators like AND, OR and NOT to refine the search results. This strategy assisted in selecting literature that was closely related to the research purpose and reduced the chances for selection of  irrelevant studies. Preference was provided to the recent peer reviewed journal articles published in 2021-2026. The keyword search strategy also employed systematic screening procedure where titles, abstracts and keywords of the retrieved studies were screened before considering the full text of the relevant publications.
[bookmark: _Toc241144696]3.6 Data Collection Method
Data collection is defined as the systematic process of collecting information that is pertinent to the research aim and objectives. Data can be collected from primary sources where information is gathered through the direct participation of the participants and secondary sources include data where information is gathered through existing or published data to answer the research problem (Chand, 2025). The qualitative data used in this study is secondary data acquired through published academic and reliable resources. Peer reviewed journal articles, scholarly papers, industry reports and credible organisational publications were identified using recognised academic databases and provided the data. The data collection process began with a keyword search using terms related to social media marketing, influencer marketing, international market entry and UK fashion SMEs. The relevant studies were then filtered by reading their titles, abstracts and full text to decide whether they would be suitable in the research objectives. Only the publications containing evidence that is pertinent to the research topic were included in the detailed analysis.
Secondary data were considered appropriate because they provide access to a wide range of existing knowledge from different research contexts while reducing the time and cost associated with primary data collection. This approach also enabled the study to examine diverse academic perspectives and develop a comprehensive understanding of the role of digital marketing in the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc241144697]3.7 Exclusion and Inclusion Criteria
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Peer reviewed papers and articles published in reputable academic journals
	Non peer reviewed publications, blogs, magazines, doctoral papers and opinion based articles

	Articles and journals published between 2021 and 2026 to provide recent developments in digital marketing
	Studies published before 2021 in order to avoid vague or unrelated data as digital trends are dynamic in nature

	Literature examining social media marketing, influencer marketing, international market entry, digital marketing or UK fashion SMEs
	Studies that do not address the research variables or are unrelated to the research objectives

	Journal, scholarly papers and industry reports published by recognised organisations where they provide relevant evidence
	Sources with limited academic credibility, insufficient abstract and methodological detail 

	Publications written in English to ensure consistency during data interpretation
	Publications in languages other than English

	Papers and journals that are accessible and can be reviewed without getting paid
	Duplicate publications and studies with inaccessible full text


[bookmark: _Toc241144698]3.8 Data Analysis
Data analysis is the procedure of addressing research questions by organising, examining and interpreting the information gathered to address the research questions and achieve the research objectives (Ghanad, 2023). In qualitative research, data analysis focuses on identifying patterns, meanings and relationships within the collected information rather than producing statistical results. The present study uses thematic analysis to examine the chosen secondary data. It is a common method employed in qualitative research since it in locating, categorising and becoming familiar with themes that occur within multiple sources of information (Ahmed, et al., 2025). 
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[bookmark: _Toc237428473]Figure 8: Steps involved in Braun and Clarke’s Framework
(Source: Ahmed, et al., 2025)
This analysis is based on the six-stage framework by Braun and Clarke. The first stage is familiarisation with the chosen literature by repeatedly reading the collected studies (Christou, 2022). The relevant information is then systematically coded to identify important ideas related to the research objectives. In addition, grouping of similar codes into broad themes was followed which was then reviewed and refined so that they fairly represent the evidences. The findings are then presented in the logical and coherent way with each theme being properly defined and interpreted relative to the research aim. This approach enabled the study to compare different perspectives within the literature, identify common patterns and explain the opportunities and challenges associated with the use of social media marketing and influencer marketing for the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.
[bookmark: _Toc241144699]3.9 Ethical Considerations
Ethical principles play a critical role in making sure that research is carried out professionally and within the acceptable academic standards (Ali, et al., 2025). The study used published academic journal articles, papers and reports that were accessed through reliable and publicly accessible sources only. All information used in the study has been appropriately acknowledged through accurate in text citations and referencing to avoid plagiarism and respect intellectual property rights. The literature chosen was subjectively interpreted without manipulating the original findings. Moreover, only credible and pertinent sources were used to ensure academic integrity and improve the credibility of the study. This study also followed university guidelines and standards in order to maintain academic integrity.
[bookmark: _Toc241144700]3.10 Research Limitations
There are a number of methodological limitations in this study because using secondary data implies that the results rely on the existing literature and the quality of the research published. The absence of primary data limits the ability to obtain current insights from UK fashion SMEs. Moreover, the results might not be entirely reflective of the current trends in digital marketing since social media platforms and consumer behaviour keep evolving. Despite these limitations, the use of credible and recent academic sources supports the reliability of the study and provides a comprehensive understanding of the research topic.
[bookmark: _Toc241144701]3.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter established a qualitative methodology based on interpretivism, an inductive approach and secondary data. The use of thematic analysis provided a suitable basis for identifying patterns across existing literature. The methodological choices supported examination of different perspectives on digital marketing and internationalisation, while the limitations showed that findings depend on the availability, quality and currency of existing sources.



[bookmark: _Toc241144702]Chapter 4: Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc241144703]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents the analysis of the secondary qualitative data collected to address the research objectives. The data is analysed using a thematic analysis method to detect and categorise recurring themes in the chosen literature. The chapter starts with the description of the data extraction process by using summary tables describing the main features of the involved studies. This is followed by the development of themes based on systematic coding and comparison of the extracted data. The chapter offers a critical review of the results within each of the themes, making sure that the evidence is presented in clear, organised and transparent way.
[bookmark: _Toc241144704]4.2 Data Extraction Table
The study has selected twelve relevant journals, articles and industrial data to conduct the thematic analysis. The relevant textual extracts and key findings from the 12 selected papers, providing clear evidence are provided in the appendix (refer to Appendix A).
	Citation
	Methodology
	Relevance
	Keywords

	Zeqiri, et al., (2025)
	Primary quantitative research based on cross sectional online survey that was analysed by Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling and multi group analysis.
	The research offers evidence regarding the effect that social media marketing has on brand awareness, consumer brand engagement and purchase intention, which can be used to justify the analysis of digital marketing strategies and consumer behaviour.
	Social media marketing, Brand awareness, Emerging economies, Purchase intention, Consumer brand engagement

	Nazara, (2025)
	Secondary qualitative research involving literature review and case study analysis to investigate new marketing approaches in order to increase the competitiveness of local products.
	This research is applicable as it shows the effectiveness of innovative digital marketing, branding and consumer focus strategies in increasing product visibility, differentiation and competitiveness in both local and international markets.
	Local Products, Business Strategy, Global Competitiveness, Marketing Innovation

	Xu, (2023)
	Conceptual qualitative research through literature based analysis and set theoretical framework to investigate the role and influence of influencer marketing.
	The relevance of this study is that it identifies influencer marketing as a strategy in digital marketing to increase brand awareness, consumer engagement and purchase behaviour and identifies the limitations of the influencer marketing strategy in digital marketing.
	Social media, Influencer Marketing, Celebrity

	Jeswani, (2023)
	Secondary qualitative research employing literature review, case study analysis and best practices in the industry to assess social media marketing.
	This paper is applicable as it describes how social media marketing enhances brand awareness, customer interaction, brand reputation and strategic decision making based on online platforms and analytics.
	Online reputation, Branding, Digital marketing, Social media

	Chen, et al., (2024)
	Synthesis of evidence on systematic literature review based on 74 articles, 2,091 citing articles and interdisciplinary research on micro influencer marketing.
	This research is pertinent as it describes how micro influencers establish credibility, authenticity and trust, which reinforce consumer engagement, brand perception and purchase intention in digital marketing.
	influence theory, micro-influencer marketing, consciousness, credibility, social presence, authenticity, affinity

	Vänskä  and Gurova, (2022)
	Qualitative multiple case study based on the critical analysis of fashion brand scandals to explore the social media, cultural sustainability and consumer interactions.
	The relevance of this study is that it shows the impact of social media on brand reputation, consumer dialogue, transparency and socially responsible marketing practices, which can shape brand perception and long term trust.
	fashion brands, fashion scandal, , identity, diversity, globalization of fashion, social media, racism

	Saari, et al., (2022)
	Theoretical research based on a systematic literature review to investigate the role of social media in international business and marketing.
	This article is useful as it identifies the prospects and problems of social media marketing in foreign markets, which can justify strategic digital marketing and global customer interaction.
	International marketing, Social media, International business, Internationalization, Social networking sites

	da Fonseca, et al., (2023)
	Longitudinal multiple case study with in depth interviews, secondary data, thematic analysis, cross case comparison and pattern matching methods.
	The study is significant because it demonstrates how the use of social media websites has enabled internationalisation, development of digital marketing and entrepreneurship and introduced opportunities and threats in the market expansion.
	“Internationalization, Digitalization, Social media, Small firm · Emerging economy”

	Grandview Research, (2026)

	Secondary market research involving industry analysis, market forecasting, quantitative market data and trend evaluation to study the growth of fashion influencer marketing.
	The report is also pertinent as it presents industry data on influencer marketing development, consumer interaction and online trends.
	Fashion Influencer Marketing, Brand Awareness, Consumer Engagement

	Guttmann, (2026)

	Secondary market research based on UK industry statistics, consumer surveys, advertising spend data and trend analysis to assess influencer marketing.	
	This report is relevant as it gives UK specific findings on adoption, consumer trust, investment in advertising and purchase behaviour relating to influencer marketing.
	Influencer Marketing, Consumer Trust, 

	Guttmann, (2025)



	Secondary market research based on UK industry statistics, marketing surveys, advertising expenditure data and analysis of digital marketing trends to assess practices.
	The report is relevant as it provides evidence on digital marketing investment, the social media effectiveness and consumer engagement in the UK, 
	Digital Marketing, Social Media Marketing,

	Mintel, (2026)
	Secondary market research including UK surveys, market intelligence, social media trends and industry analysis to assess the digital marketing practices.	
	This report is relevant because it highlights consumer trust, authenticity, AI adoption and social media engagement, informing effective international digital marketing strategies for UK fashion SMEs.
	Consumer Trust, AI in Marketing, Social Media Engagement


[bookmark: _Toc241144705]4.3 Theme Development and Codes Generation
	Theme
	Codes

	Social media marketing strengthens international market entry of UK fashion SMEs
	Brand visibility, Digital marketing, Social media platforms, Internationalisation, Market expansion, Global reach, Digital advertising, Customer communication, Online presence, Cross border marketing, E commerce, Digital transformation

	Influencer marketing improves brand awareness and builds customer trust in international markets
	Influencer marketing, Brand awareness, Consumer trust, Brand engagement, Purchase intention, Nano influencers, Micro influencers, Authenticity, Credibility, User generated content, Social proof, Consumer loyalty

	UK fashion SMEs face both opportunities and challenges when using social media and influencer marketing

	Consumer trust, AI adoption, Brand authenticity, Reputation management, Cultural sensitivity, Platform risks, Regulatory compliance, Advertising standards, Cost effectiveness, Market competition, Consumer expectations, Digital risks

	Strategic use of social media and influencer marketing enhances international growth of UK fashion SMEs
	Marketing innovation, Personalisation, AI driven marketing, Customer engagement, Brand positioning, Market intelligence, Data analytics, Stakeholder collaboration, Social commerce, Live shopping, Content strategy, International competitiveness


[bookmark: _Toc241144706]4.4 Themes Interpretation
Theme 1: Social media marketing strengthens international market entry of UK fashion SMEs
The results indicate that social media marketing can be used to enable the UK fashion SMEs to gain brand awareness and customer interactions in the international markets. In this regard, Zeqiri, et al., (2025), found that social media marketing positively affects brand awareness, consumer engagement and purchase intention. The research describes the fact that customers are no longer just the receivers of marketing messages but also creators, distributors and communicators of brand related information to others. This enhances greater customer interaction and brand recognition in various markets. However, it was also discovered that not all countries share the same customer behaviour. Similar findings are presented by Jeswani, (2023), who explained that direct communication is one of the biggest advantages of social media marketing. In addition, Instagram, Facebook, LinkedIn and Twitter are platforms that enable businesses to engage customers in real time, respond to their questions and get instant feedback. The research also demonstrates that interactive content, storytelling and online communities can enable businesses to build stronger relationships with customers and enhance brand presence. 
The results also indicate that the use of social media aids in international market entry in that businesses can reach a global customer base at a relatively cheap cost. In this regard, Saari, et al., (2022), opined that social media enables SMEs to access international customers, business partners and market information with minimal financial investment. This makes social media particularly beneficial to small businesses that have fewer resources. Similarly, da Fonseca, et al., (2023), discovered that entrepreneurs believed Instagram was a significant platform as it has enabled them to build customer relationships, create business networks and discover new international opportunities. With the growth of their business, they also employed sponsored advertisements and influencers to enhance their visibility internationally. These results indicate that social media has the capability to minimise some of the conventional obstacles to global expansion. 
However, Saari, et al., (2022) also revealed that businesses have limited control over user generated content and that differences in language, culture and local regulations can reduce the success of international campaigns. Thus, good market knowledge and local adaptation should support social media. The industry reports strengthen these academic findings. Guttmann, (2025), argues that the UK is the biggest digital advertising market in Europe with a digital advertising amount of £15.6 billion being spent. According to the report, 72% of the marketing professionals currently dedicate the majority of their marketing budget to the digital platforms and approximately 3 to 6 billion is spent annually on advertising on the social media platforms (Guttmann, 2025). The report further notes that ASOS is one of the most successful online marketers in the UK, demonstrating that the right application of social media can enhance brand recognition and foster international expansion (Guttmann, 2025). These statistics indicate that social media is becoming a significant marketing tool by businesses.  
Overall, this theme demonstrates that digital platforms, direct communication, interactive content, brand awareness, customer engagement, market intelligence and international visibility are significant factors that support international market entry. However, the findings also show that social media marketing is most effective when UK fashion SMEs adapt their communication to the needs, culture and expectations of customers in different international markets.
Theme 2: Influencer marketing improves brand awareness and consumer trust for international market entry
It has been identified by Xu, (2023), that influencers help businesses communicate brand messages in a more personal and engaging way which ultimately helps in stronger customer interaction, higher brand awareness and improved purchase intention. The research also claims that the influencer marketing enables the brand to establish emotional connections with customers through trusted referrals and constant engagement on platforms such as Instagram. For instance, the popularity of brands such as Kylie Cosmetics and Fenty Beauty, where influencer collaborations created a high level of customer interaction resulted in high sales of the products. Similarly, Jeswani, (2023), explains that social media helps a business establish direct communication with customers, enhance brand identity and promote better customer relationships by providing personalised content and constant interaction. The results also show that authenticity is a stronger factor than the number of followers in the formation of consumer trust. In this regard, Chen, et al., (2024) reported that micro and nano influencers tend to reach greater levels of engagement as they are perceived as more transparent, consistent and credible by their audiences. The authors elaborate that smaller communities of influencers build better connections, which enable their suggestions to seem more authentic. 
According to Grand View Research, (2026), the global fashion influencer marketing market has a value of USD 6.8 billion in 2024, which is projected to increase to USD 39.7 billion by 2030. This indicates the rising significance of influencer marketing in the fashion industry. The report also adds that fashion brands are increasingly engaging and utilising influencers to enhance customer engagement and to learn more about consumer preferences using comments, polls and direct messages. Likewise, the report by Guttmann, (2026), stated that 84% of Generation Z in the UK follow influencers and its influencer advertising spend has been increased up to £917 million between 2019 and 2024, which demonstrates that businesses are willing to invest in influencer marketing due to its ability to enhance product awareness and impact buying behaviour.
The results are also indicative that high visibility does not necessarily result in high trust. In this regard, the report by Guttmann, (2026), stated that only 22% of UK consumers trust influencer advertisements, despite one in four consumers acknowledging that influencer recommendations affect their purchase decisions. This shows that despite the effectiveness of influencers in creating awareness, consumers still doubt sponsored content. Likewise, Xu, (2023), posits that there are risks associated with influencer marketing since the decline of influencer popularity, celebrity scandals and over commercialisation can diminish brand credibility and reduce the effectiveness of the campaign. The results also indicate that authenticity has become very crucial in the evolving digital marketing. In this context, Mintel, (2026), found out that 60% of the UK social media respondents choose brands that do not use AI in advertising, which indicates an increasing demand among the consumers towards honest and transparent communication. The report also states that the brands need to focus more on genuine content, transparent communication and responsible marketing to enhance consumer trust.
Hence, the results indicate that influencer marketing enhances customer loyalty and brand recognition in case credibility, transparency and authenticity are reflected within the brand communication on a regular basis. In the case of UK fashion SMEs expanding into international markets, building credible connections with consumers will probably facilitate better brand positioning and long-term market expansion.
Theme 3: UK fashion SMEs face both opportunities and challenges when using social media and influencer marketing
The findings show that social media and influencer marketing create significant opportunities for UK fashion SMEs to enter international markets. The data indicate that digital platforms enable businesses to communicate with international customers, promote products and build relationships without requiring large financial investments. It has been identified that social media supports firms by improving information sharing, customer communication and market access, making international expansion more achievable for smaller businesses. Similarly, Saari, et al., (2022) stated that social media allows firms to reach foreign customers, distributors and business partners while reducing resource limitations. Likewise, da Fonseca, et al., (2023), articulated that digital platforms reduce geographical barriers, improve networking opportunities and lower the perceived risks of international business. These findings indicate that digital technologies have changed international market entry from a resource intensive process to a more accessible strategy for smaller firms. This supports the evidence presented by Grand View Research (2026), which reports that the global fashion influencer marketing market was valued at USD 6.8 billion in 2024 and is expected to reach USD 39.7 billion by 2030, reflecting the growing commercial importance of digital marketing in the fashion industry.
The findings further suggest that social media platforms provide opportunities that extend beyond promotion by supporting market intelligence and relationship development. It has been identified that firms use digital platforms to understand customer preferences, monitor competitors and improve communication with international audiences. In this regard, Da Fonseca, et al., (2023), highlighted that entrepreneurs used Instagram to connect with customers, suppliers, manufacturers and business partners while expanding into new markets. Similarly, Jeswani (2023) mentioned that social media provides businesses with valuable customer feedback, audience insights and performance data that support marketing decisions and strengthen brand development. Saari, et al., (2022), also mention that social media enables firms to obtain inbound market knowledge and strengthen relationships with stakeholders across different countries. 

However, the findings also demonstrate that these opportunities are accompanied by important challenges. It has been identified that firms have limited control over online discussions, customer reactions and user generated content, which can quickly influence brand reputation. In this concern,  Saari, et al., (2022), revealed that the global nature of social media means local issues can rapidly become international concerns because businesses cannot fully control how information spreads online. This is supported by Vänskä and Gurova, (2022), who explained that social media has shifted power from brands to consumers, allowing audiences to influence public opinion through comments, online campaigns and negative publicity. The study presents the example of the H&M racism controversy, where consumer dissatisfaction increased despite the company issuing a public apology. These findings suggest that international visibility also increases reputational risk, requiring businesses to respond quickly and responsibly to public criticism.
The findings further reveal that cultural differences remain a major challenge for firms entering international markets through digital platforms. It has been identified that successful international marketing depends on adapting communication to local cultural values, languages and customer expectations rather than using identical campaigns across countries. In this context, Saari, et al., (2022), mentioned that differences in culture, language, regulations and consumer behaviour make content localisation necessary for international success. Likewise, Zeqiri, et al., (2025), found that country differences influence the relationship between customer engagement and purchase intention, indicating that social media campaigns do not produce the same outcomes across different markets. In addition, Vänskä and Gurova, (2022), explained that cultural expectations increasingly shape how consumers evaluate fashion brands, particularly regarding diversity, equality and responsible communication. These findings suggest that international expansion requires continuous adaptation to local market conditions rather than relying on standardised marketing approaches.
Another important challenge identified in the findings relates to maintaining authenticity and consumer trust while adopting new digital technologies. In this regard, Mintel, (2026), reported that 60% of UK social media users prefer brands that do not use AI in advertising because of concerns regarding authenticity and trust. The report also explains that poor use of AI may damage brand reputation, while transparent and customer focused applications can improve shopping experiences. Within the context of challenges, Chen, et al., (2024), further stated that authenticity, transparency and consistency remain the main factors influencing audience trust towards influencers. These findings indicate that technological innovation can improve marketing efficiency, but businesses must carefully balance automation with genuine communication to maintain long term customer confidence.
Overall, the findings indicate that social media and influencer marketing provide UK fashion SMEs with valuable opportunities to expand internationally through wider market access, stronger customer relationships and improved market knowledge. At the same time, businesses must manage reputational risks, cultural differences and changing consumer expectations to achieve sustainable international growth. The findings suggest that successful international expansion depends not only on using digital marketing tools but also on applying them in ways that build trust, demonstrate cultural awareness and support meaningful customer relationships.
Theme 4: Strategic use of social media and influencer marketing enhances international growth of UK fashion SMEs 
Social media and influencer marketing act more than as promotional visibility and can be seen as an international growth capability. Utilisation of specific platform or influencer is not enough for international growth while value is created when digital activities are combined with market knowledge, customer relations with internationalisation goals in alignment.
Internationalisation can take a more flexible form facilitated by digital marketing. Nazara (2025), contends to use advanced technology and digitalisation in marketing, utilise personalisation and culturally responsive communication to enhance visibility and competitiveness is the use of innovative marketing. This is in line with results of da Fonseca, et al., (2023) who conducted longitudinal research and demonstrated that micro-sized ventures relied on Instagram to contact the customers and gain access to suppliers, manufacturers and other collaborators. Notably, their findings dispel the belief in automatic creation of international growth by social platforms. Alongside the development of firms, the shifting algorithms, dependency on platform and capabilities, encouraged investment in paid media, new platforms and expanded capabilities. The results thus adds to the idea that strategic digitalisation needs to be an on-going process of adaptation as opposed to a passive platform reach-based strategy.
The role of market intelligence further strengthens this interpretation. Social media provides feedback and behavioural signals that can inform content, positioning and market selection. Zeqiri, et al., (2025) found positive relationships between social media marketing, brand awareness and consumer engagement, but also demonstrated that country context moderates consumer responses. This matters for UK fashion SMEs because international growth cannot follow a standardised digital formula. Instead, analytics and engagement data should be interpreted in relation to local consumer preferences and market conditions. Saari, et al., (2022) similarly emphasise that social media’s international effects depend on firm resources, the stage of internationalisation and the conditions in which platforms are used, supporting a holistic approach. 
Strategic integration should also extend into social commerce and content-led customer experiences. Nazara (2025) claims the collaboration of social media and e-commerce, e-storytelling and adaptive communication as one of the ways to convert the uniqueness of products into the internationally relevant competitive value. In the case of fashion SMEs, this means that content should not simply create impressions but bridging the brand positioning and purchasing opportunities, customer engagement and customer loyalty. The influencer action may work in the context in which the influencers align with the brand values and customers. Xu, (2023) demonstrates that brand messaging, engagement and consumer relationships can be enhanced through influencer collaboration, while Chen, et al., (2024) indicate that credibility and authenticity are most likely to be relevant in smaller communities of influencers. 
However, the results can not be regarded as the evidence that higher levels of digital maturity will inevitably result in sustainable global expansion. Saari, et al., (2022) state that social media is not transferred easily across markets and it requires qualified resources and costs for efficient implementation. In the same manner, da Fonseca, et al., (2023) list platform dependence and changing algorithms as a strategic risk. The results can be characterised as certifying the benefits of AI, analytics and automation. Efficiency could become more effective in terms of targeting, though over-automation or over-standardisation can have a detrimental effect on consumer authenticity. Therefore, the strategic value of digital marketing is to strike a balance between facts-based decision-making and human judgement, cultural fit and trustworthy relations.
Overall, the results indicate that social media and influencer marketing are the most useful in the context of a larger international growth strategy. In the case of UK fashion SMEs, competitive advantage are not necessarily be driven by digital presence only but by customer insight, personalised content, influencer credibility, social commerce and relationship with stakeholders whilst adapting to changes in markets and platforms. This interpretation extends the earlier themes by shifting attention from whether digital marketing facilitates international entry to how firms can strategically organise these capabilities to sustain international growth.
[bookmark: _Toc241144707]4.5 Discussion 
The aim of this study was to explore how social media marketing and influencer marketing help UK fashion SMEs enter the international market with a particular focus on brand awareness, customer engagement, trust, opportunities and challenges. Instead of implying that digital marketing automatically generates success in the international market setting, the results suggest that the value of digital marketing lies in the ability of SME to integrate digital penetration with market knowledge, authenticity, cultural adjustments and strategic decision-making. The given interpretation directly responds the research question and addresses the research gap related to the synergistic effect of the use of social media and influencer marketing in internationalisation of UK SMEs in the fashion sector. 
The initial research question related to effects of social media marketing on international market entry. The results are in general agreement with those of previous studies that posit that social media not only lowers some traditional barriers to internationalisation by providing SMEs with access to customer, but also helps in relationship building and market awareness without necessarily having to first entrench presence in an overseas market (Khaki and Khan, 2024; Meyer et al., 2023). Zeqiri, et al., (2025) found a positive correlation between social media marketing, brand awareness and consumer engagement, whereas da Fonseca, et al., (2023) showed how the small companies relied on social media to contract both customers and businesses during the internationalisation process. neverthless, the current results offer a more competent interpretation. Being international does not always indicate effective market entry since action needs to be translated onto customer relations, market awareness and commercial activity (Witek-Hajduk and Zaborek, 2022; Sharabati et al., 2024). This upholds the issues of concerns in the literature that the quantity of likes, shares and followers can end up being shallow metrics when they are not linked to customer acquisition and performance in international markets. 
The second research question was to determine how influencer marketing affects the international market entry. The results show that influencers are capable of offering beyond providing a wider promotional reach since their perceived credibility can alleviate uncertainty towards unknown international brands (Fakhreddin and Foroudi, 2022; Khan, 2023). The study by Chen, et al., (2024) revealed that micro and nano-influencers have the potential of producing greater engagement due to the fact that smaller communities might find them more authentic and credible. This indicates that the number of follower is not the only determinant of the influencer to be selected and it depends on their relevance, authenticity and an alignment with the audience. However, excessive commercialisation results in lessening the authenticity of the influencer marketing. Thus, influencer marketing is to be considered as a relational tool of building trust as opposed to merely a purchasing exposure method (Balaban et al., 2022; Ardley et al., 2022). This extends the literature by proposing that the success of influencers to the UK fashion SMEs is determined by the quality of relationship between the influencer, brand and target-market audience.
The third research question was focused on identifying opportunities and challenges. The results prove that digital platforms offer huge potential by relatively affordable global reach, customer engagement and market intelligence (Hazzam and Wilkins, 2022). However, these benefits also have algorithmic uncertainty, organisational cultural differences, reputational risk, escalating promotion expenses and authenticity issues. Similarly, Saari, et al., (2022) insist that platform-related outcomes have different results depending on the resources of firms, as well as the progress of internationalisation and the circumstances under which the platforms are operated. This is especially relevant to SMEs due to their limited resources of both finances and human, as they are less resistant to changes in a platform and growing overreliance on paid visibility. Da Fonseca, et al., (2023) have found that companies ultimately needed to spend on paid media and other channels when the reach of algorithms and organic reach decreases. Thus, the findings challenge the assumption that social media is inherently a low-cost route to internationalisation. It can better be conceptualised as a possible resource-optimal entry mechanism that demands sustained capabilities and investment as needed.
The corresponding theoretical framework of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and Uppsala Internationalisation Model is also supported by the findings (Phuong Dung et al., 2023; Chakanetsa et al., 2026). TAM assists in understanding the reasons behind SMEs adopting social media, analytics, AI and influencer marketing. Aligned with the model, perceived usefulness is reflected through the power to enhance visibility, engagement and market intelligence (Raparla and Modh, 2023). Nevertheless, TAM cannot develop a process of international development by itself. The Uppsala view can better explain the observation that SMEs employ digital interactions to build market knowledge and relationships prior to investing significant resources into new markets (Gao et al., 2022; Wu and Vahlne, 2020). The findings thus advocate integrating the two viewpoints and not considering technology adoption and internationalisation as different occurrences. Simultaneously, the results indicate that the framework might be enhanced by clearly acknowledging platform dependency, algorithmic uncertainty and authenticity as contingency factors that determine the success of digital internationalisation.
The findings indicate that the greatest value of the study is perceiving social media and influencer marketing as part of a strategy and not an individual promotional tool. With marketing innovation, personalisation, data analytics, content strategy and social commerce, companies can turn online relationships into market intelligence and customer relationships. The same argument is presented by Nazara (2025), who explains that technology, personalisation and adaptive communication can be used together in digital marketing innovation to enhance international competitiveness. This result will fill the gap in the research identified in Chapter 2, where only a small amount of research was located that investigated the comnbined effects of the two strategies on UK fashion SMEs. Altogether, the results indicate that digital marketing cannot be considered a determining factor of international market success, and its strategic importance will manifest itself when the combination of social media reach and influencer credibility with market intelligence, cultural adaptation and relationship development occurs. To UK fashion SMEs, internationalisation can therefore be seen as a process of building capabilities where digital platforms can lower the entry barrier in the market whilst the ongoing learning and building of relationships can define whether visibility can be tran sformed into long-term international development (Wu and Vahlne, 2020; Saari,et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc241144708]4.6 Chapter Summary
Based on the analysis, it can be summarised that social media marketing supports international visibility, customer engagement and market intelligence, while influencer marketing strengthens brand awareness, credibility and trust. However, changing algorithms, cultural differences, authenticity concerns and limited SME resources can reduce their effectiveness. The overall discussion indicates that stronger international outcomes depend on integrating both strategies with market learning, cultural adaptation and relationship development.



[bookmark: _Toc241144709]Chapter 5: Conclusion and Recommendations 
[bookmark: _Toc241144710]5.1 Introduction 
The chapter concludes the above research regarding the role of social media marketing and influencer marketing in facilitating the entry of UK fashion SMEs into the international market. It is based on the findings and discussion in the previous chapters to synthesise the key results of the thematic analysis and give direct responses to the research questions. The chapter also assesses the theoretical and practical contributions of the study, and then gives recommendations to UK fashion SMEs to enhance their digital internationalisation strategies. The chapter brings together the general research process and defines the relevance of the findings to the international marketing practice and subsequent academic research.
[bookmark: _Toc241144711]5.2 Conclusion 
The research concludes that both social media marketing and influencer marketing have the potential to help the UK fashion SMEs enter the international market, but neither of the two strategies, when used independently, can ensure international success. The results prove that social media will mainly contribute to international exposure, customer engagement and reach overseas markets, whereas influencer marketing will reinforce brand recognition, credibility and consumer trust. Nonetheless, these advantages have been coupled with issues such as evolving platform algorithms, cross-cultural factors, reputational risks, issues of authenticity and the resource limitations that are often faced by SMEs. The results also reveal that strategic implementation of these practices creates more potential than taking them as individual promotion activities. Specifically, the integration of social media presence with the credibility of influencers, market intelligence, personalised communication and culturally responsive content has the potential to enhance the capacity of firms to communicate with international audiences and adapt to various market conditions. Thus, the concept of digital internationalisation must be perceived as a conditional and capability-based process and not as an automatic effect of using digital marketing instruments. It can be concluded that UK fashion SMEs can gain more international value in case digital marketing efforts are planned aligned with the larger market-entry goals, ongoing learning and building relationships.
The results show that the impact of social media marketing on international market entry is mainly increasing the barriers in the geographical and communication aspects and facilitating the UK fashion SMEs to gain presence among the international markets. Social media provides an opportunity to have direct interaction with customers and work on developing relationships, accessing market intelligence, to enable the SMEs to determine preferences of consumers and adjust their offerings without having to make significant commitment to unexplored markets. Nevertheless, the results also show that digital presence along is not enough for successful market entry into the international market. Algorithms of the platform can limit the organic exposure and high engagement does not always mean customer acquisition and business success. Moreover, market variations in consumer taste and culture also necessitate that companies vary their content and communication approach across markets. Social media are therefore to be considered as facilitators of market entry and market learning on international markets, as opposed to international business capabilities. Its usefulness can eventually be determined by how the SME translates digital visibility and interaction with the customers into actionable market knowledge, relationship as well as commercially viable international opportunities.
The results show that influencer marketing helps in the international market entry by creating brand awareness, building consumer trust and accessing niche international communities. Influencers have the potential to make fashion brands relatable and culturally relevant, which forms social proof and reducing uncertainity among consumers facing an unfamiliar UK brand. Nevertheless, the results show that influencer effectiveness is more credibility, authenticity, and audience relevance than a large number of followers. Partnerships that seem excessive commercial can undermine perceived genuineness and consequently reduce trust. Moreover, algorithmic modifications may impact influencer exposure, whereas the promotional exposure will not be able to offset the drawbacks in pricing, product appropriateness, logistics or the broader market preparedness. Influencer marketing can thus not be taken as a mere tool of promoting to a wider audience. Rather, the most valuable contribution it can make is creating trust based relationships between brands and potential international customers, especially when the SMEs choose influencers whose audiences, values and cultural attributes aligns those of their target markets.
Further, it can be concluded that UK fashion SMEs have considerable opportunities and threats in the utilisation of social media and influencer marketing to enter the international market. Digital media offer comparatively low cost international access, customer interaction, market analytics, personalised communication, social trade and relationship building. These facilities can minimise certain hurdles related to the entry into the new markets and help SMEs to comprehend international consumers without investing huge assets. However, changing algorithms, intensifying competition, rising advertising expenses, cultural variations, reputational risks, and the issues of authenticity of the influencers are also listed among the key limitations, as per the findings. The lack of SME resources can also further impair the opportunities to cope with these challenges successfully, and overdependence on engagement or any other vanity metrics can distort the real international performance. Consequently, the central issue is not whether digital marketing provides opportunities, but whether SMEs possess the capabilities to manage associated risks and convert digital visibility into sustainable international performance. Effective internationalisation thus involves strategic adaption as opposed to only digital presence.
[bookmark: _Toc241144712]5.3 Contribution of the Study
[bookmark: _Toc241144713]5.3.1 Theoretical Contribution
The results contribute to the combined application of the Technology Acceptance Model (TAM) and the Uppsala Internationalisation Model because they prove that digital marketing adoption and internationalisation are interrelated and not two different processes. TAM assists in understanding how SMEs perceive the usefulness of social media, analytics and influencer marketing in enhancing their visibility, engagement and market intelligence, while the Uppsala model clarifies how these online interactions can facilitate market learning and relationship building when expanding internationally (Raparla and Modh, 2023; Gao et al., 2022). The results indicate that the use of digital marketing can be an enabling capability in a progressive internationalisation process. 
[bookmark: _Toc241144714]5.3.2 Practical Contribution
The research is useful in practice to the owners and managers of UK fashion SMEs, digital marketing professionals, managers of influencer partnerships because it offers valuable evidence-based advice on how the international expansion can utilise social media and influencer marketing. The results highlight that digital platforms should be selected based on the specifics of target international audiences instead of seeking a broad platform coverage. In the same manner, influencer collaborations need to focus on audience relevance, credibility and cultural fit rather than just on the number of followers. This knowledge can be used to make more focused, adaptive and strategically combined strategies in digital internationalisation.
[bookmark: _Toc241144715]5.4 Recommendations for UK Fashion SMEs 
Develop an integrated digital internationalisation strategy
The UK fashion SMEs must not treat social media marketing and influencer marketing as a separate marketing activity and implement them as a part of more global digitalisation policy. The activities that should be performed as interrelated and supported by market intelligence are social media platforms, influencer partnerships, content creation, e-commerce, and customer engagement. This practice could empower SMEs to leverage customer and engagement data to optimise their international targeting and content and translate digital presence into business prospects. It follows that digital marketing must supplement broader internationalisation goals, such as market expansion and relationship creation as opposed to being a stand-alone promotional activity.
Prioritise influencer relevance, authenticity and cultural fit
When creating international partnerships, UK fashion SMEs should focus on the relevance of the influencers, their credibility and other cultural fit rather than choosing influencers based on the number of followers. Micro and nano-influencers might be especially useful when their followers show a high level of action and great conformity to the target market of the brand. Before forming partnerships, SMEs must conduct evaluations of audience attributes, quality of engagement, the expertise and knowledge of the influencer about local cultural preferences. The authenticity and consumer confidence should also be safeguarded by being transperent when disclosing content that is being sponsored. This strategy can also make influencer marketing operate as a relationship-building process and decrease the probability of poor partnerships and inappropriate communication in foreign markets due to the cultural differences.
Use social media analytics for market learning 
Social media analytics should be systematically applied by the UK fashion SMEs to facilitate the process of international market learning and strategic adaptation. Engagement data, audience demographics, customer comments and feedback, search trends and conversion data can be used to gain information on consumer preferences and effectiveness of market-specific content. These insights should therefore be used to help SMEs refine their targeting, messages and product positioning in international markets instead of considering analytics as a tool to report likes, shares or growth of followers. This strategy is consistent with the Uppsala view as it allows companies to gain market knowledge via continuous digital engagement and leverages on accumulated knowledge to make more rational internationalisation choices.
[bookmark: _Toc241144716]5.5 Limitations and Recommendations for Future Research
The study was qualitative in nature and thus used secondary data as the research method. it did not involve the use of primary data that was gathered directly to the UK fashion SMEs. Therefore, the results offer an evidence based explanation of the current knowledge but are unable to describe the experiences, decision making processes and resource limitations of individual UK fashion SMEs completely. Further, the literature reviewed has diverse countries, industry, firm size, and consumer background. This contextual variation constrains the generalisability of findings to particular contexts in the UK fashion SME sector.
Semi-structured interviews/survey of SME owners, marketing managers, and influencer partnership professionals may help gain further understanding of how companies choose platforms, consider influencers and transfer digital interaction into the results of the international market. Comparative studies might also be conducted on the UK fashion SMEs in various destination markets in order to determine how cultural and consumer diversities affect the success of social media and influencer strategies. Since digital platforms are evolving at a very rapid pace, longitudinal studies would be helpful in investigating whether digital marketing does help in long-term international development and not the short-term visibility or engagement.
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	Zeqiri, et al., (2025)
	Social media marketing has a positive impact on brand awareness, brand engagement, and purchase intention, while country moderates the relationship between brand engagement and purchase intention. We reveal differences among countries regarding SMM's impact on brand engagement and purchase intention.
Social media has facilitated complex and intense interactions between brands and consumersfor over a decade (Li et al., 2021). As a participatory platform, it encourages consumers to engage, connect, and share ideas with other like-minded consumers, but also with brands on awider scale. The widespread use of social media has enabled consumers to voice their opinions about companies’products and services (Cheung et al., 2022b), transforming themfrom passive receivers of marketing communication into influencers and active creators (Baziet al., 2020). As a result of these growing trends, companies have invested considerable effortsand resources in marketing strategies that facilitate consumer participation on social mediaplatforms (Dabbous and Barakat, 2020)–trends and strategic approaches that are alsoevident in the countries where the current research was conducted.By using social media marketing (SMM) to encourage consumers to engage with a brandonline through activities such as consuming, contributing, and creating content (Muntingaet al., 2011), companies can increase consumer brand engagement and positive consumerbehaviors (Cheung et al., 2021c). 


	Nazara, (2025)
	Innovation in marketing strategy is an important element in improving the competitiveness and differentiation of local products in the midst of increasingly fierce global market competition. Local products, despite their high cultural value and uniqueness, often face challenges in expanding their market reach and competing with products from international brands. This research aims to analyze how marketing strategy innovation can be effectively used to increase the competitive value of local products and differentiate them from other products in the global market. Through a qualitative approach with literature study and case study analysis, this research identifies several key elements in innovative strategies, such as the use of digital technology (including social media and e-commerce), the development of a strong brand image based on local wisdom, product personalization according to the needs of the international market, and communication strategies that are adaptive to the culture of the target market. 
Digital platforms such as e-commerce, social media, and analytics technology enable local businesses to build two-way communication, strengthen consumer engagement, and establish an authentic and competitive brand image. By leveraging digitalization, local products not only gain wider exposure, but can also adapt quickly to market feedback and changing global trends. Therefore, marketing innovation serves as a catalyst that can transform the uniqueness of local products into globally relevant competitive advantages, while strengthening national competitiveness in a knowledge and creativity based economy. 
In the era of globalization and rapid digital transformation, the challenges and opportunities for local products in entering the global market are becoming increasingly complex and dynamic (Carolin, 2024; Wijoyo, 2025). Local products, especially those from micro, small, and medium enterprises (MSMEs), often have their own competitive advantages in the form of authentic cultural values, traditions, and local wisdom. This uniqueness should serve as a key identity and attraction in a global market that increasingly values authenticity and sustainability. 
However, this great potential is still not fully optimized. Many MSMEs experience significant obstacles in accessing digital technology, understanding international market trends, and developing marketing strategies that are effective and adaptive to changes in global consumer behavior. Limitations in terms of human resources, funding, and distribution networks are also inhibiting factors in improving the competitiveness of local products (Afra, 2024; Adawiyah, 2011).
 Low digital literacy and a lack of understanding of the importance of branding and product storytelling make it difficult for many MSME players to differentiate their products in the international market. Without an innovative, data-driven and structured marketing approach, The results of this study show that innovation in marketing strategy plays a very important role in improving the competitiveness and differentiation of local products in the global market (Majid, 2023; Maharani, 2024; Ashhab, 2024). MSME players who successfully penetrate international markets generally exhibit adaptive, responsive to market changes, and progressive characteristics in designing and implementing their marketing strategies. They not only rely on product uniqueness, but also actively integrate digital technology in various aspects of marketing, from promotion to distribution. 
One of the key findings of this research is the high utilization of digital technology, particularly social media, as a key tool in building emotional connections with consumers while significantly expanding market reach (Li, 2023). Platforms such as Instagram, Facebook, TikTok, and YouTube are strategically utilized to showcase attractive product visuals, convey a strong narrative behind the production process, and introduce the cultural background and local values attached to the product (Okonkwo, 2023). This approach not only creates an emotional connection with consumers, but also shapes a brand image that is authentic and relevant to global market trends. 
International consumers, especially millennials and Gen Z, highly value content that is storytelling, personalized, and contains social or environmental values. This digital marketing strategy is strengthened by the utilization of global e-commerce platforms such as Etsy, Amazon, and Alibaba. Through these platforms, local products are able to cross geographical boundaries and gain direct access to consumers in various countries without having to go through a complex distribution chain. This provides a significant competitive advantage, especially for MSMEs that have limitations in terms of capital and infrastructure. 
 The findings underscore the importance of digital capacity building and creativity in marketing for MSME players to be able to compete sustainably in international markets. fashion industry players are simplifying their designs to be more minimalist, contemporary and in line with global trends, while still maintaining their signature motifs, production techniques and local materials. The same is happening in the natural ingredientbased cosmetics sector, where formulations are adjusted to international safety standards, while still highlighting the richness of Indonesia's tropical flora as the main ingredient. This ability to adapt intelligently reflects that innovation in marketing strategy cannot be applied rigidly or uniformly, but must be flexible, contextual, and based on in-depth market research. In fact, in many cases, the success of local products abroad stems from the unique ability of businesses to maintain product authenticity while wrapping it in a more universal format (Ali, 2025). 
Therefore, a successful marketing strategy is one that is able to bridge locality and globality, conveying cultural values in a language that the world understands and appreciates. External support from the government, private institutions, and non-governmental actors has proven to be one of the determining factors in the success of local product market expansion, especially for MSME players who want to penetrate international markets. In many cases, strategic interventions from external parties are important catalysts that help overcome the limited resources, market access, and technical knowledge that are often the main obstacles for MSMEs (Franky, 2025; Zaenudin, 2023). 


	Xu, 2023
	Social media platforms have changed the way businesses communicate with their audiences, and Instagram is no exception. Instagram has over 1 billion monthly active users, making it one of the most used social media channels for companies to advertise their goods and services [1]. Due to the ever-changing social, economic, and cultural, the cosmetics industry needs flexible and continuous marketing strategies to adapt to its players [2]. Thus, in recent years, Instagram influencer marketing has become a popular strategy for brands to help reach their target audience through popular Instagram users. As can be seen, Instagram influencer marketing is a relatively new but rapidly growing form of marketing. It harnesses the power of popular Instagram users (i.e., influencers) to promote products and services to their large and active audiences. This type of marketing can be effective in reaching target audiences and driving sales, but it also requires careful planning and choosing the right influencers to work with. 
Marketing to netizens on Instagram is effective because netizens have built up a large and loyal following of people who believe in their opinions and advice. These followers see Instagram as a reliable source of information and are more likely to buy products or services recommended by Instagram. Many celebrities have recognized the chance to launch their own makeup companies as a result of the growth of the cosmetic industry and influencer marketing. Examples of celebrities working with brands to promote makeup lines include Mariah Carey's endorsement of MAC cosmetics and Gigi Hadid's endorsement of Maybelline. However, such collaborations are also usually limited, as companies prioritize recent popular celebrity collaborations [3]. Therefore, some celebrities tend to launch their own beauty brands in collaboration with cosmetic companies. For example, Kylie Jenner launched Kylie cosmetics in 2015, and the lip makeup line sold out minutes after it was released from the internet [4]. Although celebrities and social media influencers play a big role in influencing fans' engagement and interaction with brands, the success of brands is still influenced by many factors. 
This paper will focus on the celebrity effect in terms of both the dissemination of brand messages and the interaction with users. This article will analyze how celebrity cosmetics brands represented by Fenty Beauty and Kylie Cosmetic use influencer marketing on Instagram to build strong user relationships and resonate with consumers. With the ultimate goal of inspiring good attitude towards the company and promoting direct and channel sales, Kylie Cosmetics and Fenty Beauty's online celebrity marketing strategies are designed to engage and resonate with consumers on Instagram. Therefore, this paper will focus on the brand value proposition of cosmetic brands today and analyze user responses and perceptions to understand how influencer marketing is an effective marketing strategy to influence consumers. 
Challenge However, it is worth noting that using celebrities in brand communication also has drawbacks. For example, if a celebrity's personal behavior or image conflicts with the brand's values or image, it can actually negatively impact the perception of the brand [20]. Dissatisfaction with social media content can likewise negatively impact brand evaluations during the consumer purchase process [21]. This also increases the risk of using influencers to promote on social media; hiring celebrity endorsement is costly and does not always lead to a positive return on investment. As social media platforms change and user behavior changes, influencers may become less influential and less effective. 
Many influencer followers and fans may become saturated with ads and begin to become immune to the influencer's sales pitch. Second, the authenticity and credibility of influencers are also in question. In the past few years, some influencers have been accused of false advertising and fraudulent practices. These incidents may affect consumers' perception of trust in influencers. To sum up, when using celebrities for brand communication, it is important to consider the potential benefits and drawbacks carefully and to ensure that the celebrity's image is consistent with the brand's values and message. By doing so, the power of celebrity endorsements can greatly enhance the brand message.


	Jeswani, (2023)
	Social media has become an essential tool for businesses of all sizes in marketing and branding. With billions of active users, social media platforms offer a vast audience that businesses can tap into to reach potential customers. In this article, we will explore the role of social media in marketing and branding and how businesses can leverage this tool to grow their brand and reach a wider audience. The paper explores the dynamic relationship between businesses and their audiences in the online realm, shedding light on the strategies that drive engagement, build brand equity, and boost sales. Social media platforms, from Facebook and Twitter to Instagram and LinkedIn, have become integral components of marketing campaigns. They provide a direct line of communication between brands and consumers, enabling real-time interactions and the exchange of information, feedback, and experiences. 
Challenges and Ethical Considerations As social media marketing continues to evolve, it brings with it a set of challenges and ethical considerations. The study addresses issues such as privacy concerns, the spread of misinformation, and the importance of maintaining transparency in brand interactions. Why Social Media is Important for Branding? Social media plays a crucial and multifaceted role in branding for businesses and organizations. Its importance for branding is driven by several key factors.
(i) Increased Brand Visibility Social media platforms provide a global stage for brands to showcase their products, services, and values. By creating and sharing content, businesses can reach a vast and diverse audience. This enhanced visibility is instrumental in creating brand recognition and awareness. (ii) Direct Engagement with the Audience Social media enables businesses to interact directly with their audience. They can respond to comments, answer questions, and engage in real-time conversations. This direct engagement humanizes the brand and fosters a sense of connection and trust with customers. (iii) Content Creation and Storytelling Through various content formats such as posts, videos, stories, and images, social media allows brands to tell their story and convey their message. This storytelling aspect is essential for shaping brand identity, values, and personality. (iv) Community Building Social media provides a platform for businesses to build communities around their brands. By creating groups, forums, or pages dedicated to their products or services, brands can encourage like-minded individuals to connect and share their experiences. This sense of community fosters brand loyalty. (v) Feedback and Market Insights Social media offers an invaluable channel for businesses to receive feedback from customers. By monitoring comments, reviews, and direct messages, brands can gain insights into customer preferences, pain points, and expectations. This information can inform product development and service improvement. (vi) Viral Marketing Content that resonates with the audience has the potential to go viral on social media. When users share and engage with branded content, it can reach a much larger audience than traditional marketing methods. Viral campaigns can significantly boost brand exposure. (vii) Personalization and Targeting Social media platforms collect a wealth of user data, enabling businesses to target their marketing efforts more precisely. Brands can create personalized content and advertisements that cater to specific demographics, interests, and behaviors. (viii) Brand Loyalty and Advocacy Engaging with customers on social media can lead to increased brand loyalty. Satisfied customers often become brand advocates, sharing their positive experiences and recommendations with their own networks. These word-of-mouth endorsements are powerful for branding.


	Chen, et al., (2024)
	Social media influencers often leverage their social accounts to showcase their perspectives, talents, lifestyles, interests, and attitudes, among other aspects. By curating content on their accounts, influencers attract advertising opportunities and facilitate the promotion of brands. This symbiotic relationship enables influencers to not only exert influence, but also achieve economic and business objectives through brand endorsements and collaborations [2]. In general, influencers are categorized according to the size of their follower base. The most common classification is between mega-influencers (with over 1,000,000 followers) recognized as experts in their fields with a substantial audience, and micro-influencers (with followers numbering between 1000 and 100,000), ordinary individuals with a smaller yet notable impact within specific communities [3]. Furthermore, Borges-Tiago et al. [4] and Kay et al. [5] introduce a category known as macro-influencers (with followers numbering between 100,000 and 1,000,000), bridging the gap between mega-influencers and micro-influencers. In addition, the term “nano-influencers” has been created to describe those actively promoting a cause within a specific local context or targeting a specialized audience [6].
Compared with mega-influencers and macro-influencers, micro-influencers and nano-influencers possess less popularity and fewer followers, but they account for the majority of influencers and perform better in terms of user trust and interaction [7]. According to a report by Datarepotral et al. [8], TikTok’s monthly active users reached 1 billion as of September 2021, making it one of the fastest-growing social media platforms in the world. More importantly, the report reveals that 66.96% of TikTok influencers have follower counts ranging from 1000 to 10,000, while those with fan bases of 10,000 to 50,000 constitute 23.06%. In other words, over 90% of TikTok influencers fall into the category of micro-influencers. However, distinctions between micro-influencers and macro-influencers are absent in terms of perceived popularity, perceived opinion leadership, and parasocial interactions [9]. 
In the age dominated by social media, influencer marketing has evolved into a potent tool for brands seeking meaningful connections with their target audiences. This study delves into the interdisciplinary nature of micro-influencer marketing, synthesizing established conclusions and addressing research gaps within the business and management paradigm. Over the past decade, since the inception of influencer marketing in 2014, micro-influencers have emerged as pioneers shaping the future trajectory of this marketing approach. This paper primarily focuses on micro-influencers’ characteristics as the main independent variables, excluding discussion on customer engagement.
The study underscores the untapped potential of micro-influencer marketing, with the academic community increasingly recognizing the unique perspectives, broad audience reach, and lasting impact offered by micro-influencers in the current media consumption landscape. The research explores the effectiveness of account content, micro-influence characteristics, motivational factors, audience perception, and influencing mechanisms. However, the examination of the business aspect appears somewhat singular, particularly within the cultural context. The paper also explores commonly cited influence mechanisms in business management, including social presence, similarity, and homogeneity. Social presence is likened to moral support, while self-consciousness, extensively researched outside the business and management field, emerges in co-citation analysis, reflecting a growing trend in micro-influencer research.
Beyond the realm of business management, the paper uncovers valuable insights. From an account content perspective, variables such as privacy, performance, self-branding, and cultural context, previously overlooked in business management literature, emerge as critical factors. Unlike traditional influencers, micro-influencers exhibit distinct traits, such as being “selfish”, “serious”, “capable”, and possessing a strong sense of “affinity”, leading to significant divergence in the content of their accounts. This paper addresses a critical gap in existing business management literature by providing a more precise and in-depth exploration of micro-influencer characteristics, advocating for increased qualitative research in this domain.
Credibility, commonly employed as a mediator variable in business management, is nuanced in studies from other fields, suggesting that audiences are aware that authenticity can be performed. Audiences follow or purchase products endorsed by micro-influencers not necessarily because they believe the content is true, but because they trust the observed media role. The distinguishing factor between micro-influencers and others is affinity, with consistency and transparency contributing to its expression. When a micro-influencer embodies authenticity, affinity, competitiveness, and an appreciated artistic nature, credibility is established, filling gaps in the antecedents of source credibility.
In summary, the influence mechanisms of micro-influencers depict a landscape where individualism and the pursuit of a better spiritual life coexist. Micro-influencers serve as mediators for neoliberalism’s quest for an ideal life, with the cultural context acting as fertile ground. This intertwining of self-consciousness, social consciousness, credibility, and social presence is continuously displayed by micro-marketers in digital media as they seek self-expression products to achieve self-branding.



	Vänskä  and Gurova, (2022)
	Social media have become the most important source of information and vehicle of communication between fashion brands and their audiences. The fashion scandal is representative of mediatization of fashion; it shows how social media shape and frame contemporary fashion discourse. It is also representative of the ways in which social media have offered ordinary people a channel through which to express their opinions and feelings about things and phenomena. The once seemingly passive audience is now in the position of directing attention and shaping the fashion discourse (Gerrie 2019: 98). It can demand fashion brands to be accountable to people and to society and to change their behaviour. Since people can participate in the fashion discourse, companies must acknowledge it in their brand communication much more now than in the past. Fashion scandal represents the further globalization of fashion enabled by digitalization. 
Communication between brands and their audience is conducted in the context of digital media that have enabled the cultural flow of images, people, material objects and so on. Nevertheless, online fashion scandals are under-theorized (Scholz and Smith 2019: 2). The marketing literature mainly focuses on scandals from the business perspective, analysing how brands can quell and benefit from them (Lindenmeier et al. 2012). We focus on a broader discourse, one that goes beyond marketing strategies and involves the analysis of the audiences’ expectations and how the scandals also tap on to wider social changes. We explore how brands respond to scandals that relate to the ongoing cultural discourse on diversity, equality and justice, and how this reflects a wider change in expectations of brands’ social role beyond profit-making.
A fashion scandal exemplifies the complex relationship between brands and consumers. Our examples suggest that an important ingredient in a fashion scandal is the strong emotional reaction of the audience, or a ‘consumer outrage’ (Lindenmeier et al. 2012). Consumer outrage is not a new term; it has been used to describe strong negative morally charged reactions against unethical corporate behaviour, statements or events and marketing images found problematic by some groups in terms of identity recognition. Reactions are expressed as boycotts and buycotts, social media likes and dislikes, posts and reposts, comments, memes, online petitions, articles and other forms of (online) activism. Fashion scandal is close to ‘online firestorms’ identified as the ‘sudden discharge of large quantities of messages containing negative word of mouth and complaint behavior against a person, company, or group in social media networks’ (Pfeffer et al. 2014: X). Online firestorms imply strong emotions. The emotional reactions can vary and both fashion brand’s protesters and supporters can contribute to the fashion scandal. In marketing literature, the online firestorms, also called ‘social media firestorms’ (Scholz and Smith 2019), refer to risks that branding faces in the era of social media. To be caught up in a social media firestorm is not necessarily a desirable aim for the brand in contemporary culture, like the cases well illustrate. On top of leading to boycotts they threaten the brand image and lower the value of the brand. Social media have a ‘megaphone effect’: access of a single person to mass-audiences and an opportunity for a single speech act to become viral, have an impact on the broader societal agenda (McQuarrie et al. 2013). 
This was exactly the case with all examples discussed. Social media enable creating solidarities and instigating a ‘community of sentiment’ when people start feeling things together (Appadurai 1996: 8). According to global data intelligence company Morning Consult (Gronewold 2018), which polled 25,830 adults about their perception of H&M after the racism-scandal in September 2018, the data showed an 8 per cent rise in the company’s unfavourability even though the company apologized for the photograph on their online shop. African Americans’ unfavourability towards the brand almost tripled and among consumers aged 18–29, who are the age group that consistently indicates the most interest in purchasing from H&M, unfavourability almost more than doubled. In comparison, among White interviewees, change in this regard was non-existent (Gronewold 2018)


	Saari, et al., (2022)
	This study shows marketing as a dominant area of discussion and reveals that many firm functions where social media plays a role have received relatively little attention. Furthermore, the study shows that the positive features of social media in international activity tend to be more widely acknowledged and better understood than the potentially problematic aspects.
Social media has attracted considerable attention and interest among organizations and academics. Mangold and Faulds (2009, p. 359) define social media as “a hybrid, that springs from mixed technology and media origins that enable instantaneous, real-time communications, and uses multi-media and numerous delivery platforms with global reach capabilities”. The emergence of social media has remarkably changed the way people and organizations communicate and interact (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Ngai et al., 2015; Hanna et al., 2011). Social media channels, such as Facebook, YouTube, Instagram, Twitter, LinkedIn and TikTok, provide virtual places for social communication and personal career building (Tang et al., 2012). They include a tremendous amount of user-generated information, which may help organizations and academics to better understand the behavior of people (Kaplan and Haenlein, 2010; Dervojeda et al., 2014), Bouman et al. (2012). For different organizations, social media provides a way to create, share, and maintain communication and activities with their employees, peers, customers, partners and other stakeholders (Mangold and Faulds, 2009). These new communication media have opened a wide range of new opportunities and created new business models that challenge traditional ways of doing business (Kietzmann et al., 2011; Hanna et al., 2011).
Social media has been considered an interesting and effective instrument to base internationalization strategies (Dervojeda et al., 2014), to efficiently explore foreign market opportunities (Alarcon et al., 2018) and to utilize scalability to grow in several geographical markets (Almeida and Santos, 2020). Likewise, literature suggests that the use of social media can accelerate internationalization (Arnone and Deprince, 2016; Fraccastoro and Gabrielsson, 2018) and improve the firms’ performance at foreign markets (Mahmoud et al., 2020). These kinds of notions in existing literature demonstrate the importance of social media in international business. However, they simultaneously invite questions, such as how these things really happen, and if the relationship really is as undoubtedly beneficial as literature seems to indicate.
While social media can be considered to support different functions, thereby serving different purposes in the context of international business, specific social media features deserve more close attention. Importantly, the use of social media comes with both advantages and downsides. Social media is all about connectedness, listening and interacting, and the literature suggests that it has a special meaning in international business (Kiralova and Pavliceka, 2015; Zhang and Vos, 2014). Social media is an inexpensive platform providing firms with an immediate access to a large international community of potential customers, partners, employees and competitors (Hanna et al., 2011; Maltby, 2012).
Social media also directly relates to international performance through accelerating and strengthening international activities across firm functions. However, the outcomes from this relationship are conditioned by the controllability of social media. Especially under resource constraints and with cultural aspects complicating the situation, control may be easily lost, in which case expected positive results may not realize, or may turn into new challenges. Product development for new markets may become distorted, reputational issues may harm international performance, cultural aspects, such as language differences, variation in forms of social media used in different markets, or other needs for localization, may start to exhaust resources in surprising ways.


	da Fonseca, et al., (2023)
	Digitalization has promoted radical changes in business operations, such as changes related to reducing intermediation, interacting with business partners, facilitating transactions, and promoting knowledge generation and dissemination (Stallkamp & Schotter, 2021; Thomas & Autio, 2020). In the global arena, digitalization has the potential to provide additional benefits, including identifying international business opportunities (Song & Wu, 2021), accelerating the speed and broadening the scope of internationalization (Dagnino & Resciniti, 2021; Hervé et al., 2020), reducing distance (Bergamaschi et al., 2021) and decreasing or eliminating geographic barriers (Nambisan et al., 2019), and facilitating interactions with different business actors regardless of where in the world they are located (Dagnino & Resciniti, 2021; Hervé et al., 2020; Li et al., 2022), while lowering the costs and perceived risks of doing business abroad (Nambisan et al., 2019). However, despite its potential to foster internationalization, the interplay between digitalization and internationalization is considered “a fairly new domain of study” (Bergamaschi et al., 2021, p.1006), with few empirical studies having examined the phenomenon (Ojala et al., 2022).
 
Digital platform ecosystems (DPEs) play a critical role in today’s new global business environment (Stallkamp & Schotter, 2021). Beyond the benefits provided by digitalization per se, DPEs enable non-contract coordination among business players (Thomas & Autio, 2020) in order to co-create value, thereby generating a multiplicity of network effects that include a diverse set of actors that are not constrained by industry or geography. Among this diverse set of actors, entrepreneurial firms are an interesting group due to their relevance as complementors, innovators, and sources of new ideas and business models, and given the fact that “entrepreneurship in an ecosystem may be different than in other contexts” (Zahra & Nambisan, 2011, p.5). 
Accordingly, Ojala et al.’s (2022) literature review calls for more studies that examine the role played by entrepreneurs in digital internationalization. International Business (IB) research has been late in examining DPEs, considered to be a “critical gap” (Stallkamp & Schotter, 2018, p.3) that has “yet to be fully incorporated in the IB literature” (Li et al., 2019, p.1448). Even less attention has been paid to the impact of DPEs (Jean et al., 2020) and social media platforms in particular (Fraccastaro & Gabrielsson, 2018; Rialp-Criado et al., 2020) on firm internationalization. Lee et al. (2022, p.1) pointed out that the digital internationalization of small firms using social media platforms “is acutely absent” from the extant literature, despite a few exceptions (Fraccastaro et al., 2021; Lee et al., 2022; Sigfusson & Chetty, 2013). In addition, the extant literature has mostly neglected the role of social media platforms in the internationalization of new ventures in emerging economies (Jean et al., 2020; Lee et al., 2022; Monaghan et al., 2022). However, there is no reason to assume that the digital internationalization of firms in advanced economies bears any similarity to the experience of firms in emerging economies. If emerging economy ventures use digital platforms to overcome “resource and capability constraints, typical of the business environments of their home countries” (Monaghan et al., 2020, p.14), their use may differ from that of ventures operating in high-quality institutional environments. 


	Grandview Research, (2026)
	The global fashion influencer marketing market size was valued at USD 6.8 billion in 2024 and is projected to grow from USD 12.5 billion in 2026 to USD 39.7 billion by 2030, at a CAGR of 33.8% from 2025 to 2030. North America dominated the global market, accounting for the largest revenue share of 33.9% in 2024. Fashion brands adopt influencer marketing strategies to maximize reach and capture a larger audience. Europe fashion influencer marketing market is accounted for a significant revenue share of the global fashion influencer marketing industry in 2024. Multiple fashion industry manufacturers and brands operate in the Europe region. The presence of brand stores launched by numerous sought-after brands in cities such as London, Milan, Paris, Rome, Barcelona, Madrid, Amsterdam, Moscow, and others also plays a vital role in the growth of this market. Numerous luxury fashion brands, such as Christian Dior SE, Yves Saint Laurent SAS, and Chanel, contribute to the region's growth opportunities.
The Germany fashion influencer marketing market held a significant revenue share of the regional industry in 2024. This is attributed to factors such as the existing social media user base and many influencers working in retail, fashion and lifestyle, technology, etc. The trend among young consumers to purchase fashion products and cosmetics through online portals or e-commerce websites also contributes to the growth experienced by the market. 
The emergence of modern technologies, such as Artificial Intelligence, has enhanced the processes associated with fashion influencer marketing. Track records of content engagement on profiles, availability of historical data, and accessibility of audience demographics have changed the dynamics of the applications. Additionally, the automation of processes such as performance monitoring and the development of campaign strategies have added to the market's growth opportunities.
In recent years, large groups of urban customers have preferred e-commerce websites for shopping for footwear, toddler wear, fashion accessories, jewelry, and cosmetic products such as personal care, hair care, skin care, beauty products, and others. This has generated vast consumer data and has been vital in marketing campaigns and content delivery.
Launching new products and technology-driven advanced tools have also contributed to the growth experienced by the fashion influencer marketing industry. For instance, in November 2024, StatSocial Inc., one of the social audience insights platform providers, introduced a new tool. This newly launched tool, equipped with the company's patented technology, allows users to search for suitable influencers and content creators based on target audience.
Fashion influencers provide companies with an alternative channel for product sales and help them better identify their audience's choices. Users engage with their choice of influencers via polls, comments, and direct messages, asking the latter to create content related to clothing, skincare, jewelry, cosmetics, and footwear. This aids influencers in conveying profound insights about consumer demands and expectations to brands.

	Guttmann, 2026
	Influencer marketing in the United Kingdom (UK) - statistics & facts
If reaching Generation Z is a marketer’s goal, influencer marketing has become a go-to practice. Young adults look for easy and accessible entertainment on social media, most-preferably delivered in a short-form video. The answer to this need is influencers, with their relatable content and digestible formats. A 2023 survey indicated that 84 percent of UK Generation Z followed influencers. The same was true for over two-thirds of millennials.
However, their high reach does not translate into high credibility. In 2023, influencers were at the very bottom of a ranking showing media sorted by the level of consumer trust. Only 22 percent of responding British consumers indicated they trusted influencer ads. Moreover, they are among the forms of advertising most complained about in the United Kingdom. They gathered four thousand complaints, resulting in over 3.5 thousand cases that needed resolution by advertising regulators in 2024.
Businesses seem undisturbed by the missing public trust and quality issues, possibly because they focus influencer marketing strategies on product awareness campaigns. A high reach is decisive. Additionally, market research shows that influencers do their job: they influence purchase decisions of UK consumers (1613225), no matter how low a reputation they seem to have. On average, one in four adults admitted to being impacted by their recommendations. This fact encourages more and more brands to ramp up their influencer marketing investments. Between 2019 and 2024, influencer ad expenditure more than tripled, reaching 917 million British pounds at the end of this period. That is more than is spent on cinema, radio, or magazine advertising in the UK. It is expected to exceed one billion by the end of 2025. The money is being moved from budgets destined for traditional media, such as the ever-shrinking print, out-of-home, or radio.
AI about to change the picture
2025 is likely to see an increased usage of artificial intelligence in this field. From audience analysis, over content creation, to designing and running virtual influencers, the industry is about to experience a shakeup. Many advertisers will want to adjust their strategies to the new environment, which will result in reshuffling money again. If these changes are ever expected to result in anything else but reach, brands will need to take consumer trust and guidelines drafted by advertising regulators into consideration.

	Guttmann, 2025
	Digital marketing has become one of the most indispensable promotional tools of the recent past. Around the world, companies are reacting to the digitalization of everyday life and the rapid changes in consumer behavior by switching from traditional forms of advertising to more dynamic digital channels. This adaption of digital marketing methods is particularly advanced in the United Kingdom, the largest digital ad market in Europe and one of the leading digital advertising spenders worldwide. Spending on digital advertising has increased for over a decade, and even though UK marketing budgets were cut across many industries during the COVID-19 pandemic, digital continues to thrive.
Digital marketing spending
Marketers allocate higher budgets towards digital marketing than ever. In 2020, digital ad spend in the UK was forecast to reach 15.6 billion British pounds, and according to a recent survey, 72 percent of marketing experts direct the majority of their budgets towards online marketing projects. This distribution of advertising funds and focus helps marketers adapt to consumers' growing appetite for digital experiences. As part of this mission, building effective digital interfaces for consumers has become one of the top marketing priorities in the UK.
Social media drives digital ad spend
Companies can choose from an ever-expanding set of digital marketing tools and technologies, ranging from e-mail newsletters and search advertising to social media campaigns and video ads. When asked about the most successful marketing channel in a recent survey, a majority of UK marketers listed social media as their top-performing promotional tool. This finding is no surprise, as a company’s presence on platforms such as Instagram can boost brand exposure and facilitate audience engagement. Up to 3.6 billion British pounds are spent on social media advertising in the UK every year, and according to the latest projections, more than 25 percent of UK businesses' overall marketing budgets will be allocated towards social by 2026.
Leaders in the UK digital marketing space
The UK digital ad market is dominated by a handful of top-performing agencies. The top 10 digital ad agencies in the UK recently reported an average income of over 185 million British pounds, which was around 12 times the income generated by all other players. With gains of over 370 million British pounds, Accenture Interactive stood out as the leading digital ad agency in the UK in 2019, whereas MSC B2B ranked first across the UK’s top digital B2B marketing communications agencies in 2020. Overall, UK digital ad agencies are most commonly hired by companies within the financial and retail sectors. These investments are seemingly paying off, considering that fashion retail brands such as ASOS were named the UK companies with the most effective digital marketing strategies in 2020.


	Mintel, 2026
	60% of UK social media users prefer brands that don’t use AI in advertising, highlighting ongoing concerns about authenticity and trust. In a crowded digital space, proving ‘realness’ is becoming a key way for brands to stand out. Brands are operating in a challenging environment, as cost-of-living pressures force consumers to be more cautious in their spending. Brands need to provide empathetic, value-led messaging on social media, alongside greater transparency in how they use data and AI. New regulations, such as the Online Safety Act, are increasing compliance demands and costs for social media platforms, but should result in a more brand safe environment for advertisers.
Looking ahead, the biggest opportunity for brands on social media lies in using AI where it adds clear practical value, particularly in customer service, personalisation and product discoverability. Boosting convenience and providing a smoother shopping experiences, will make audiences more open to AI. Shoppable live streams have become popular with younger social media users, but there is a lot of untapped interest in the format.
However, the biggest risk is reputational damage from AI. Poor use of AI in creative can quickly erode trust, and be off-putting. Success will depend on keeping advertising content authentic, using AI carefully, and being transparent with viewers.
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	Source
	Research Method / Data Source
	Sample / Actual Data
	Key Empirical or Actual Finding
	Downside / Limitation / Negative Finding
	Relevance to Present Study

	Zeqiri et al. (2025)
	Primary quantitative research using a cross-sectional online survey; data analysed through Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) and multi-group analysis
	1,808 social media users from North Macedonia, Albania, Kosovo, Romania and Ukraine
	Social media marketing showed positive relationships with brand awareness, consumer brand engagement and purchase intention.
	Results differed across countries, showing that consumer responses to social media marketing are not identical across international markets.
	Demonstrates that SMM can support international customer engagement and brand development, while highlighting the importance of country-specific market conditions.

	Nazara (2025)
	Secondary qualitative research using literature review and case study analysis
	Numerical sample/statistical data not reported
	Marketing innovation, digital technology, branding, product differentiation and consumer-focused strategies can improve product visibility and competitiveness in global markets.
	The source does not provide a clearly stated numerical sample or statistical result; therefore, its evidence is primarily qualitative.
	Supports the role of innovative and adaptive digital marketing strategies in improving the international competitiveness of SMEs.

	Xu (2023)
	Conceptual qualitative research based on literature analysis and a theoretical framework
	Numerical sample/statistical data not reported
	Influencer marketing can improve brand awareness, consumer engagement and purchase behaviour by allowing brands to communicate through individuals with established online audiences.
	Influencer reputation and excessive commercialisation can reduce credibility and authenticity.
	Provides evidence for examining influencer marketing as a mechanism for building awareness, engagement and trust among international consumers.

	Jeswani (2023)
	Secondary qualitative research using literature review, case study analysis and industry best practices
	Numerical sample/statistical data not reported
	Social media can improve online reputation, branding, customer interaction and strategic decision-making through direct communication, interactive content and digital analytics.
	The study is based on secondary qualitative evidence rather than primary numerical data.
	Supports the argument that social media provides UK fashion SMEs with customer feedback, interaction and market intelligence.

	Chen et al. (2024)
	Systematic literature review examining micro-influencer marketing
	74 studies, 2,091 citing articles, 95 research institutions and more than 12,000 samples
	Influencer characteristics including authenticity, credibility, consistency, transparency, affinity and social presence can influence trust, engagement, brand perception and purchase intention.
	Follower numbers alone are insufficient to determine influencer effectiveness; excessive commercialisation can undermine authenticity and trust.
	Provides strong evidence for selecting influencers according to credibility, authenticity and audience relationship rather than follower numbers alone.

	Vänskä and Gurova (2022)
	Qualitative multiple-case study based on critical analysis of fashion brand scandals
	Case evidence involving fashion brands including Gucci, Burberry, Dolce & Gabbana, Prada and Dior
	Social media can increase consumer dialogue, transparency and participation while enabling fashion brands to reach global audiences.
	Cultural insensitivity, racism, cultural appropriation and negative publicity can rapidly develop into international reputational crises.
	Demonstrates that international social media visibility creates opportunities but also significant cultural and reputational risks for fashion SMEs.

	Saari et al. (2022)
	Systematic literature review and conceptual analysis of social media in international business
	Numerical sample/statistical data not reported
	Social media can facilitate international customer access, communication, relationship development, business partnerships and market information with relatively limited financial investment.
	Firms have limited control over user-generated content; language, cultural differences, regulations and organisational resources can constrain international effectiveness.
	Supports the role of SMM in reducing geographical and resource barriers while demonstrating the need for adaptation and strategic management.

	da Fonseca et al. (2023)
	Longitudinal multiple-case study using two rounds of in-depth interviews and secondary data
	Micro-sized entrepreneurial ventures using Instagram since establishment; exact numerical sample not stated in the dissertation
	Instagram supported customer relationships, networking, opportunity identification and internationalisation. Firms also used sponsored advertising and influencers as they developed.
	Firms became increasingly dependent on paid media and other channels when organic reach and algorithmic visibility declined.
	Demonstrates that social media can facilitate internationalisation but does not automatically guarantee international growth; sustained investment and adaptation are required.

	Grand View Research (2026)
	Secondary industry research involving market analysis, forecasting and quantitative market data
	Global fashion influencer marketing market: USD 6.8 billion (2024), projected to reach USD 39.7 billion by 2030
	Indicates substantial growth in the commercial importance of fashion influencer marketing and increasing business investment in the sector.
	Market growth itself does not demonstrate that every influencer campaign will generate successful international market entry.
	Provides industry-level evidence of the growing importance of influencer marketing to the fashion sector.

	Guttmann (2026)
	Secondary UK industry research using consumer surveys, industry statistics, advertising expenditure and trend analysis
	84% of UK Gen Z follow influencers; influencer advertising expenditure reached approximately £917 million (2019–2024); only 22% of UK consumers trust influencer advertisements; around 1 in 4 consumers report that influencer recommendations affect purchases.
	Influencer marketing has substantial consumer reach and commercial influence in the UK.
	High exposure does not automatically create trust; the relatively low 22% trust level demonstrates concerns surrounding influencer credibility and authenticity.
	Highly relevant to UK fashion SMEs because it demonstrates both the opportunity and trust challenge associated with influencer marketing.

	Guttmann (2025)
	Secondary UK industry research using digital marketing statistics, marketing surveys and advertising expenditure data
	UK digital advertising market approximately £15.6 billion; 72% of marketing professionals allocate the majority of their marketing budgets to digital platforms; approximately £3–6 billion spent annually on social media advertising.
	Demonstrates the increasing strategic importance of digital and social media marketing within the UK market.
	High levels of investment indicate an increasingly competitive digital environment, making visibility more difficult for smaller firms.
	Provides UK-specific evidence supporting the importance of digital marketing for fashion SMEs seeking visibility and international growth.

	Mintel (2026)
	Secondary market research using UK surveys, market intelligence, social media trends and industry analysis
	60% of UK social media respondents prefer brands that do not use AI in advertising.
	Consumers continue to place importance on authenticity, transparency and human communication despite increasing technological adoption.
	Poor use of AI may create concerns about authenticity and damage brand trust and reputation.
	Demonstrates that technological innovation needs to be balanced with authentic communication when UK fashion SMEs use digital marketing.
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	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words in each section)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the three points below:
· Purpose of Research Activity
· Proposed Research Question
· Aims of Research Activity
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Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain

	3
	Purpose of Research Activity
The aim of this research is to investigate the role played by social media marketing and influencer marketing in helping UK fashion SMEs enter the international market. The research will focus on how the use of these two digital marketing techniques helps to increase brand awareness, engagement, and trust among international consumers through overcoming the obstacles that result from changing social media algorithm. The research will generate practical findings regarding how UK fashion SMEs could benefit from the use of social media platforms and influencer marketing in their international expansion strategy.

	4
	Research Question
· How does social media marketing influence the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs?
· How does influencer marketing contribute to the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs?
· What opportunities and challenges do UK fashion SMEs encounter when using social media marketing and influencer marketing to enter international markets?

	5
	Aims of Research Activity
The research will aim investigate how social media marketing and influencer marketing support UK fashion SMEs to better penetrate the international market, by understanding their influence on brand awareness, customer engagement and market growth.

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity
· To examine the role of social media marketing in supporting the international market entry of UK fashion SMEs.
· To evaluate the effectiveness of influencer marketing in enhancing brand awareness and customer trust in international markets.
· To identify the opportunities and challenges faced by UK fashion SMEs when using social media and influencer marketing for international expansion.
· To recommend strategies for UK fashion SMEs to optimise social media and influencer marketing for successful international market entry.
From past literature, it is clear that the adoption of social media marketing and influencer marketing has been significant for increasing brand awareness, customer engagement and purchase intention. From the literature review, it is evident that prior studies have found that such marketing tools provide SMEs with the ability to target their international consumers effectively and at a relatively low cost as compared to other marketing approaches. Nevertheless, the majority of these studies have considered social media marketing and influencer marketing separately or have concentrated on consumer behavior without focusing on their joint effect on entering international markets.
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge 
The contributions of the research are multiple as this study will add to existing knowledge about the role of social media and influencer marketing together in helping SMEs from UK penetrate the international market. Also, the results will offer some empirical insights about the successful integration of social media and influencer marketing strategies to help companies achieve success in the international market. Another problem that will be addressed is lack of understanding about the impact of changing social media algorithms on digital marketing.
· How it addresses an area of importance. 
The chosen topic is very relevant because internationalisation has become an essential growth strategy for fashion small- and medium-sized enterprises in the UK, while digital marketing is changing global business strategies. The research results will serve as a guideline for SME owners and marketing managers in choosing appropriate social media sites and influencers for improving international competitiveness. Moreover, the research can be useful for further academic research into digital marketing and SME internationalisation.
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	7
	Secondary research will be employed in this research work by analysing the relevant literature regarding social media marketing, influencer marketing, international market entry and UK fashion SMEs. Primary data collection is not required for this research and therefore there will not be any human subjects used in this study. Data will be collected through an extensive review of relevant literature on social media marketing, influencer marketing, internationalisation and UK fashion SMEs.
The secondary data will be collected from credible databases such as Scopus, Web of Science, ScienceDirect and Google Scholar. Information will also be collected from government documents, industry reports, professional reports and peer-reviewed journal articles. In order to ensure the credibility and relevance of the collected data, only those English language articles published after 2020 that deal with social media marketing, influencer marketing, internationalisation and UK fashion SMEs will be included.
The literature review is expected to undergo the following steps of organisation, analysis, and review based on the six-phase thematic analysis method proposed by Braun and Clarke. It comprises the following stages that include getting acquainted with data, coding, identifying the themes, reviewing themes, defining and naming themes and conducting the analysis. The thematic analysis will allow one to find the repeated patterns, correlations and different perspectives presented in the literature. In turn, it will help to answer the research questions.
Since, the study will be based solely on secondary data from public sources, no interviews, questionnaires, focus group discussion, observations, recording and any other form of gathering primary data will take place. All the data will be used according to the copyright laws and ethical requirements of the University. Academic referencing will be used throughout the process of the study.



SECTION D: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

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

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



If you have ticked NO to every question then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and you may skip section E and continue to section F.

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION E: Intended Participants
	
	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?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:
Complete this only if your participants cannot give consent. This includes animals

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	N/A

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	N/A

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	

N/A




	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	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 

	
	This research will be based on secondary data collection method. 



	
	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.

(this box should expand as you type)



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:
N/A

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

N/A


(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Not applicable. This study uses only publicly available secondary data and does not involve human participants or the collection of sensitive or personal information.

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Risks to the investigator
No

	
	Risk to the investigator:
N/A


(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

	
	Potential risk of copyright infringement, plagiarism, or misuse of published data, which could affect the University's academic reputation.
	Only reputable published sources will be used, all sources will be accurately cited using the required referencing style, and the research will comply with the University's Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice, copyright legislation, and academic integrity policies.

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

	
	No environmental risks
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:



(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? 

	
	No participants are involved in this secondary research; therefore, no debriefing is required. The researcher can be contacted via the email address provided for any enquiries regarding the research or its findings.

	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.

	
	No human participants will be involved in this study. Therefore, participant information sheets and informed consent procedures are not applicable. Only publicly available secondary sources will be used.

	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. 

	
	The research uses only publicly available secondary data. No personal information will be collected and all sources will be properly cited to maintain confidentiality and academic integrity.




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:

	
	All gathered literature and research papers will be kept in a password-protected University Office 365 account and password-protected computer with backups. Only the researcher and the supervisor will be able to access the documents. There will be no collection of any personal information of the participants.




	
	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:

	
	Only researcher and supervisor will have the access to the data generated by the researcher activity.


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

	
	Usually the principal researcher.


	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. 

	
	The data from all research will be saved electronically in a password-protected University Office 365 account and in a password-protected computer. Only the researcher and supervisor will have access to the data. The data will be kept for as long as required by the University and then destroyed forever.

	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)




SECTION J: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	KRISHKUMAR BHALALA
	Date: 17/07/2026


	2
	Supervisor:
	Shahrukh Irfan
	Date: 27/07/2026

	3
	Signature:
	[image: ]
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