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[bookmark: _Toc234847232]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc234847233]1.1. Background
[bookmark: _ln5ugngfc1hg]Social media platforms have dramatically changed the dynamics between fashion brands and consumers, particularly in the digitally saturated consumption culture of Gen Z. TikTok and Instagram have become the two most commercially dominant platforms, which reshapes how fashion is evaluated and purchased within fast-paced digital environments. The UK fast fashion sector is one of the most competitive and digitally active sectors in Europe. Statista (2024) found that the online sales of fashion items collectively accounted for $40 billion in the UK, where 28.5 million Britons bought fashion over the internet. However, 30 million people across the UK use TikTok each month, which makes UK as the largest user community (TikTok, 2025). In contrast, Instagram had 34.71 million users in the UK, which helps to maintain the visual discovery and influencer-driven commerce platform. Besides, the integration of shoppable features using TikTok Shop and Instagram Checkout has increased convergence of content and commerce that scholars identify as ‘social commerce’. Moreover, the UK social commerce market alone is expected to develop to £16 billion by 2028 in the UK fast fashion that highlights significant role social platforms play in influencing purchasing decisions of Gen-Z consumers (Retail Economics, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc234847234]1.2. Rationale
The existing research on social media marketing (SMM) and Gen-Z consumer behaviour often refers to TikTok and Instagram together as a single marketing tool, but fails to acknowledge the platform's underlying difference in influencing consumers. Besides, the platform's neutral nature limits theoretical precision, mainly for UK fast fashion brands, who have to invest in digital marketing at any price across competitive social media platforms. From a PwC (2022) report, it is found that the global advertising spending is projected to reach to €709.3 billion during 2025, which underlines the commercial urgency of understanding which platforms generate better purchase intent among Gen-Z. Moreover, NielsenIQ (2024) analysed that Gen-Z’s spending power is projected to increase to $12 trillion by 2030, which increases long-term commercial significance of marketing. Thus, existing studies rarely compare both platforms directly, which leaves a gap in understanding how social media marketing influences the Gen-Z purchase decisions. As reported by Mintel (2025), 52% of young UK shoppers purchased fashion items directly through social media platforms within the past year. This analysed increased burden of social commerce in shaping Gen-Z purchase decisions. Besides, YouGov (2025) highlighted that 66% of Gen-Z consumers use social media as a primary research tool, in contrast to 35% of older consumers. Thus, this widening platform-specific gap supports the rationale for this comparative study.
[bookmark: _Toc234847235]1.3. Aims and Objectives
The research aim is to identify the influence of TikTok and Instagram marketing on Gen-Z purchase decisions within the UK fast fashion sector through systematic secondary data analysis. The objectives include:
· To critically contrast the unique marketing mechanisms and user-generated content (UGC) configurations of TikTok and Instagram in driving brand engagement and purchasing behaviour among UK Gen-Z consumers
· To evaluate theoretical models that account for the persuasive power of social media on Gen Z consumer decision-making
· To identify the sustainability paradox among Gen-Z fast fashion consumption and its relationship with platform-driven marketing
[bookmark: _Toc234847236]1.4. Research Questions
1. How do the distinct marketing mechanisms and user-generated content (UGC) formats of TikTok and Instagram differentially influence brand engagement and purchasing decisions among Gen-Z consumers in the UK fast fashion industry?
2. Which theories describe the persuasive impact of social media marketing among Gen-Z consumers?
[bookmark: _Toc234847237]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc234847238]2.1. TikTok and Instagram as marketing platforms in the UK fast fashion
There has been literature that seeks to differentiate the structural marketing capabilities of TikTok and Instagram, although there is less evidence of a robust comparative analysis within the UK fast fashion context. Herman (2023) argued that algorithmically curated For You Page (FYP) on TikTok can provide content with huge reach irrespective of an account's size. This enables new fashion brands to reach the Gen Z audience without large advertising budgets. In contrast, Menget al. (2024) stated that “short-form video” content within TikTok was the main product discovery channel for consumers younger than 25. This showed that 67% of younger customers used the platform to encounter fashion products before making a key purchase (Gutelle, 2026). In contrast, Safitri (2022) suggested that Instagram is defined by a visual and aspirational approach, where brand authority is built through aesthetics, influencer partnerships, and trust signals from followers. Further, Instagram's posts and stories showed higher purchase conversion efficiency among users who had developed brand familiarity. Williams (2019) reported that 39% of UK Gen Z people had made a fashion purchase directly through Instagram's in-app checkout. Thus, this limits analysis if TikTok mainly generates awareness while Instagram encourages purchase conversion. Moreover, this study needs a platform-comparative analytical approach to provide actionable and commercially precise conclusions about Gen-Z purchasing behaviour in UK fast fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc234847239]2.2. Instagram Marketing, User-Generated Content, and Gen-Z Engagement
It has been extensively identified that within fashion retail contexts, one of the key drivers of purchasing intentions is the presence of influencers. Liu and Zheng (2024) opined that the 3 major pathways that lead to consumers' purchase intention from influencer content are source credibility, parasocial relationship formation, and perceived authenticity, which are built towards varying degrees on TikTok and Instagram. Besides, micro-influencers, i.e., defined with 10,000 to 100,000 followers, show higher engagement rates than macro-influencers on TikTok (Salla, 2025). In contrast, Burns (2025) emphasised that the user-generated content formats like haul videos, Get Ready with Me (GRWM) clips, and peer outfit reviews increase brand reach via horizontal credibility mechanisms that are more convincing to Gen Z than brand messaging. The findings align with the findings of Gahlot and Tanwar (2025), where UK Gen-Z consumers show 3.2 times higher purchase intent when exposed to UGC from relatable peer creators, in contrast to content by celebrities. Although these studies offer valuable evidence regarding influencer effectiveness, they generally treat TikTok and Instagram as similar communication environments. Hence, it overlooks key differences in platform algorithms, content presentation, and audience interaction.
[bookmark: _Toc234847240]2.3. Gen-Z fast fashion consumption and sustainability paradox
While Gen-Z is identified as the sustainability conscious consumer group, their purchasing behaviour often contradicts environmental values. McKinsey (2025) stated that 46% of the UK customers stated that they tried to avoid purchasing fast fashion, while half of them still purchased from the fast fashion retailer during the last year. This revealed a clear gap between actual behaviour and customer intention. Further, TikTok and Instagram's personalised recommendation algorithms, short videos, and influencer-generated content regularly introduce young consumers to new fashion trends. These features motivate product discovery and impulse buying. Escourido-Calvo, Prado-Dominguez and Martin-Palmero (2025) argued that while Gen Z consumers offer support about sustainable fashion, it is found that affordability, trend-seeking behaviour, and price concerns remain as key motivators to buy from fast fashion brands. The micro trends that have taken over TikTok have reduced fashion trends. It is found that viral videos often generate significant demand for clothing items, whereas influencers tend to promote new collections that replace previous trends. This leads to frequent purchasing and retaining garments for shorter periods.
[bookmark: _Toc234847241]2.4. Theoretical Framework
[image: AIDA model: Meaning, explanation and examples | Tasmanic®]
Figure 1: AIDA Model
(Source: Adapted from Tristantoet al. 2021)
The AIDA Model is suitable because RQ1 examines how TikTok and Instagram influence purchasing decisions through diverse marketing mechanisms. According to Tristanto et al. (2021), consumers progress through four stages consisting of Attention, Interest, Desire, and Action before completing a purchase. Chaffey and Smith (2022) opined that digital marketing strategies help to lead consumers through the above steps. In the UK, fast fashion, TikTok's short-form videos, and personalised recommendations attract the consumers' attention, while Instagram’s visually appealing content, influencer collaborations, and shopping functions drive consumer desire. Hence, the AIDA model is a suitable framework for comparing how each platform influences diverse stages of purchasing process rather than treating social media marketing as a single activity. 
Further, the Elaboration Likelihood Model (ELM) by Petty and Cacioppo (1986) predicted that consumers process persuasive messages through the central or peripheral route. When it comes to the peripheral route, the popularity of the influencers, visual appeal, likes, and social proof are cues that are used, while the central route involves careful evaluation of the product quality and information (Pan, 2024). As Gen-Z spends largely on social media, the purchasing decisions are made by peripheral processing, rather than evaluating in detail. This theoretical perspective directly supports RQ2 by explaining why influencer credibility, user-generated content, engagement metrics, and algorithmic recommendations influence the purchasing intentions on TikTok and Instagram. While AIDA explains how consumers move towards purchase decisions, ELM explains why diverse forms of social media content encourage consumers at each phase of decision-making process.
[bookmark: _Toc234847242]2.5. Literature gap  
There is evidence across various studies that social media marketing has an influence on purchase intention among Gen-Z, but it is not decisive. Meng et al. (2024) revealed that short form video ads were positively correlated with product discovery, while Liu and Zheng (2024) analysed that purchase intention was strongly influenced by the influencer's credibility and authenticity. However, these studies are not typically able to compare TikTok and Instagram as marketing environments separately, particularly when considering context of fast fashion in the UK. Moreover, it is found that platform-specific marketing and sustainability paradox among Gen Z is discussed, but the exact nature of this reinforcement is not yet known. Hence, this research fills the gap by making a critical comparison of both platforms and explaining difference in the impact of their different marketing mechanisms on the buying behaviour of Gen-Z.
[bookmark: _Toc234847243]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc234847244]3.1. Philosophy
The interpretivist philosophy will be used because the focus of the research is interpreting the meaning of TikTok and Instagram marketing from the perspective of Gen-Z in a real consumption context. Interpretative research idealizes social reality as not singular or fully objective, but rather a construct of human experience, meaning, and context (Acharya, 2025). According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023), when the purpose is theory building and not theory testing, then interpretive and inductive methods are useful. This aligns with the current study because fast fashion purchasing decisions are influenced by feelings, social pressure, platform design, and cultural trends.
[bookmark: _Toc234847245]3.2. Approach
An inductive approach will be followed, which means that the research would from specific patterns in literature to general patterns about Gen-Z purchasing behaviour. Inductive research is suitable when the topic requires interpretation of patterns, themes, and relationships between sources, particularly when sources contain contradictory evidences (Proudfoot, 2022). The research initially looks at the literature that is based on themes developed around TikTok, Instagram, UGC, and sustainability. Hence, it is a suitable method for a secondary study with an exploratory focus.
[bookmark: _Toc234847246]3.3. Method
The research method will be secondary qualitative research in the form of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR). Secondary research involves using data and sources that have been collected by others, without having to gather primary data oneself. For this research, PRISMA would be used. It states that systematic reviews should report clearly, why the review was done, how studies were chosen, and what methods were used (Habyet al., 2023). This ensures that the approach is clear and reproducible. The secondary qualitative research will include varied articles, along with peer-reviewed journals to develop an effective research approach to validate the research objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc234847247]3.4. Data Collection
The secondary sources of data will include peer-reviewed journal articles, institutional reports, and reliable business sources, mainly articles. The review will use databases such as Scopus, Google Scholar, Emerald Insight, along with industry publications from sources McKinsey, DataReportal, Retail Economics, etc. The search will be limited to publications between 2019 and 2026, with emphasis offered on recent studies to ensure that the analysis is relevant to social commerce conditions. However, the search terms will include TikTok AND Gen Z AND fast fashion, Instagram marketing AND purchase intention, and social commerce AND UK fashion. The research will only encompass sources directly linked to the UK fast fashion context and will exclude commercial blogs.
[bookmark: _Toc234847248]3.5. Data Analysis
The use of thematic analysis will be used for analysing the evidence. According to Braun and Clarke (2024), the approach is appropriate, as it identifies repeated ideas, contradictions, and meaningful patterns across different texts. It will include the familiarisation, coding, theme generation, theme review, theme naming, and final interpretation. The final themes will be linked with the research objectives, and the discussion will remain on TikTok, Instagram, UGC, and the sustainability paradox. This approach is suitable, since the study does not involve statistical measurement of variables but it is rather an interpretation of the literature to explain consumer behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc234847249]3.6. Ethical issues
This research has no direct interaction with human subjects because it is based on secondary sources. Consequently, problems of informed consent, privacy, and risk to participants do not occur in the same manner as with primary research. However, the sources will be cited correctly, commercial bias will be shown to be an issue, and contradictory evidence will not be dismissed. This, the research will mainly avoid promotional materials from brands or platform content. Hence, the review is transparent, balanced, and academically sound.
[bookmark: _Toc234847250]4. Expected Findings
The review should reveal that TikTok is better for discovery, attention, and impulse-driven engagement, whereas Instagram is better for visual branding, identity building, and conversion support. This aligns with recent audience insights, where TikTok was found to reach 46% of adults in the UK using their smartphone (Ofcom, 2025). Instagram is still a powerhouse, with 1.74 billion people worldwide reaching the app's ads in Jan’25 and projected to develop its audience (Kemp, 2023). These figures indicate that both platforms play a role in different ways. The research will also conclude that influencer content and user-generated content are more persuasive than direct brand advertising, mainly when content is authentic, relatable, and socially validated. This strengthens the possibility of a 'sustainability paradox', i.e., people's ethical concerns do not always stop them from purchasing into fast fashion.
[bookmark: _Toc234847251]5. Limitations
The research includes certain limitations. For instance, it relies on secondary data, which means that conclusions are based on what is available and effective in terms of existing research rather than just the primary data. Further, the findings are specific to the fast fashion sector in the UK, and thus may not be generalisable to other countries or retail categories. Moreover, “publication bias” can lead to an overrepresentation of studies with positive findings of social media marketing. Due to constant changes in TikTok and Instagram algorithms, shopping features, and influencers, some evidence might become outdated. These limitations will be reduced by using appropriate sources, and critical evaluation of a variety of evidence.
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Table 1: Gantt chart
(Source: Self-Created)
[bookmark: _Toc234847253]7. Conclusion
This research investigates the impact of TikTok and Instagram marketing on buying habits of Generation Z in the UK fast fashion sector using systematic review approach. The study integrates some theories of consumer behaviour with latest academic and industry research, to respond toresearch questions. Moreover, the results offer value added practical insights to the fashion marketers and help them in understanding the platform-specific marketing strategies and sustainable consumption patterns of Gen-Z customers. 
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