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[bookmark: _Toc233938302]Introduction
Influencer marketing has moved from a peripheral promotional tactic to a central pillar of contemporary brand communication, particularly on visually driven platforms such as Instagram, TikTok and YouTube. Consumers are getting more and more skeptical of traditional advertising and brands are finding people they feel as if they are encountering on their daily lives: social media influencers (SMIs), which are increasingly used for communication (De Veirman et al., 2017; Lou and Yuan, 2019). Authenticity is the one fragile thing that is central to this change. A follower’s trust in an endorsement is strengthened if he/she feels the influencer is actually using the product, and the endorsement is perceived as sincere rather than transactional; a consumer may lose confidence in the endorsement and the brand if it is not genuine, but rather a ploy to boost sales (Audrezet et al., 2020).
This is particularly true of Gen Z (those born in about 1997–2012), who are digital natives and are both a significant market today and the consumers of the future. The Gen-Z consumers are known for their mistrust of advertising, their desire for transparency and their tendency to act differently than their predecessors as consumers (Priporas et al., 2017). Comprehending the way this group defines authenticity, and what it means for them to be authentic, is a critical strategic and academic issue for brands based in the UK and how influencing becomes advocacy.
One of the best and most valuable things that can be achieved from influencer marketing is brand advocacy. It is the moment where consumers actively engage in promoting a brand through online activities like "liking, sharing and commenting" or offline by word-of-mouth recommendations (Sashi, 2012). Despite the increasing quant-based research on the relationship between the credibility of influencers and purchase intention, less is known about the lived, subjective experiences that influence whether Gen-Z purchase consumers advocate or not when they experience authenticity. This proposal aims to fill the gap by investigating authenticity and advocacy from the consumer's point of view.






[bookmark: _Toc233938303]Research Aim
The aim of this study is to examine the effect of influencer authenticity on brand advocacy among UK Gen-Z consumers.

[bookmark: _Toc233938305]Research questions
Main research question (RQ): How does influencer authenticity influence brand advocacy among UK Gen-Z consumers, according to the existing secondary literature?
To answer this overarching question, the study is guided by three sub-questions, each aligned to one of the research objectives:
1. RQ1: What are the key dimensions of influencer authenticity that existing studies identify as most relevant to UK Gen-Z consumers?
1. RQ2: What does the existing evidence show about how influencer authenticity relates to online and offline brand advocacy among UK Gen-Z consumers?
1. RQ3: What strategies does the literature suggest that brands using influencer marketing can adopt to strengthen brand advocacy among Gen-Z consumers?
1. RQ4: What recommendations emerge from the synthesised evidence to improve influencer marketing effectiveness? 
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc233938304]Research Objectives
1. To systematically review literature on influencer marketing, authenticity and brand advocacy. 
2. To identify from existing secondary literature the dimensions of influencer authenticity most relevant to UK Generation Z consumers. 
3. To examine the relationship between influencer authenticity and brand advocacy. 
4. To evaluate, from the existing literature, whether consumer trust mediates this relationship. 
5. To develop evidence-based recommendations for influencer marketing campaigns, informed by the reviewed literature. 


[bookmark: _Toc233938306]Literature Review
This review is structured around the three themes that underpin the study: concept of influencer authenticity and its dimensions, the mechanisms underpinning why authenticity is important (source credibility and parasocial interaction) and brand advocacy as a result, specifically with a focus on the UK Gen-Z context. The conclusion of the review is to identify the gap that the study seeks to address.
[bookmark: _Toc233938307]Influencer marketing and the centrality of authenticity
Social media influencers are people who have gained a lot of followers by posting their own content, which looks authentic and unscripted, and who are solicited by companies to endorse products (De Veirman et al., 2017). They are believed to have a persuasiveness that comes from their sense of closeness and ordinariness as opposed to classic celebrities. But, as Audrezet et al. (2020) claim, when it comes to brand collaborations, this authenticity is “under threat”: followers prefer the intrinsic motivation of influencers and their non-commercial approach, which can easily become visible when the influencer gets sponsored. Authenticity is not an immutable property, but an impression of it that continues to be negotiated.
Empirical studies consistently combine authenticity and credibility as the linkage variables between influencers and consumer responses.Empirical studies consistently combine authenticity and credibility as linkage variables between influencers and consumer responses. Lou and Yuan (2019) proposed a social media influencer value model and found that the trustworthiness, attractiveness and similarity of the influencer, as well as the informativeness of the content, positively influenced the level of trust in branded social media posts, which in turn positively influenced brand awareness and purchase intention. Similarly, Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget (2020) demonstrated that influencers can perform better than traditional celebrities, as consumers feel they identify with them and feel a greater match between the endorser and the product. Authentic constructs defined in these studies are antecedents of positive consumer outcomes, however most of the studies operationalise authenticity through previously created scales without going into the consumers' own construction of the concept of authenticity.



[bookmark: _Toc233938308]Source credibility and parasocial interaction as explanatory mechanisms
Theories on why influencers are effective are prevalent in two forms. The first theory, called source credibility theory, is that messages from credible, expert and attractive sources are more persuasive. Djafarova and Rushworth (2017) used this lens in the context of Instagram and discovered that the credibility of online celebrities had a significant effect on young female users' purchasing decisions – non-traditional, relatable celebrities were thought to be more credible than mainstream celebrities. In their own extension of this work, Djafarova and Trofimenko (2019) demonstrated that micro-celebrities develop their credibility by employing a self-presentation approach that is carefully planned but still perceived as authentic.
The second lens comes from Horton and Wohl's (1956) work on audiences' intimate and one-sided relationship with media personalities. These parasocial bonds are amplified when influencer content exists on social media, where they feel like they are engaging in a two-way conversation. Sokolova and Kefi (2020) showed that credibility and parasocial interaction are both independent influencers on purchase intention among Instagram and YouTube followers; and interestingly, they found that the relative influence of both varies by generation with parasocial interaction having a more significant impact on younger generations (Gen-Z). Altogether, these mechanisms confirm that authenticity is not just a rational judgement on credibility, but also a relational, emotional bond, and this is where a qualitative approach is apt to reveal its meaning.
[bookmark: _Toc233938309]Brand advocacy as a consumer outcome
Consumers' enthusiastic voluntary advertising of a brand is known as brand advocacy. Sashi (2012) sees advocacy as a special kind of word of mouth, a positive form of it and as the end of a cycle of customer engagement when customers are happy enough and tied to a brand that they actively recommend it. Advocacy can be demonstrated online via likes, shares, comments and re-posts of branded content, as well as offline via face-to-face word-of-mouth. The distinction between online and offline can be found in the two propositions in this study (H1 and H2).
While advocacy is well known as one of the most valuable outputs of a brand relationship, Sashi (2012) pointed out that relatively little empirical research has focused on examining its drivers and the literature on influencer-marketing has been limited to purchase intention, rather than extending to advocacy. The question of whether and how this perceived authenticity will translate into a loyal consumer base of followers – instead of just consumers – is thus an open one, with strong managerial implications.
[bookmark: _Toc233938310]The UK Gen-Z context
The generation Z is special since they act uniquely as consumers. In a qualitative interview study of UK Gen-Z University students, Priporas, Stylos and Fotiadis (2017) discovered that this group has high expectations for digital interaction and are very innovation-oriented and discerning. In many ways, Gen-Z consumers are considered to be cynical about blatant advertising campaigns and more likely to believe content that looks like it came from a trusted source or from peers. It is particularly important for this generation that perceived authenticity should have a direct link to brand advocacy, as the scepticism that makes this generation difficult to convince with traditional advertising may be the deciding factor in whether they choose to be advocates for a brand or not.
[bookmark: _Toc233938311]Theoretical Framework
This study is underpinned by complementary theories that explain how influencer authenticity leads to consumer advocacy. Under the Source Credibility Theory (Hovland et al., 1953), the credibility and expertise of the source increases persuasion, while the Source Attractiveness Theory (McGuire, 1985) emphasizes likeability, similarity and relatability. Social Identity Theory (Tajfel and Turner, 1979) addresses the relationship of consumers with the influencers they relate to, based on their values; and the Parasocial Interaction Theory (Horton and Wohl, 1956) explains the relationship between consumers and influencers that is one-directional, fostering the perception of authenticity. Last but not least, Brand Advocacy Theory (Sashi, 2012) and the eWOM framework (Cheung and Thadani, 2012) provide insights on how authenticity-based trust and engagement becomes online recommendations and brand advocacy. These theories offer a framework and model for understanding how influencers' authenticity impacts consumer advocacy.

[bookmark: _Toc233938312]Research gap
Three observations emerge from the literature. First, the research shows that authenticity and credibility are widely recognized as antecedents of positive consumer responses, with most of the studies being performed by quantitative, scale-based designs which measure the authenticity of the product, without actually exploring the consumers' own understanding of authenticity (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Schouten, Janssen and Verspaget, 2020). Second, it is typically purchase intention that is the outcome of interest, as is the case in this study, with brand advocacy being paid much less attention and the difference between online and offline forms of brand advocacy being even less. (Sashi, 2012). Thirdly, although Gen-Z is often mentioned, there are limited qualitative in-depth accounts of their perception of authenticity and why and how they choose to be an advocate. This study seeks to fill these gaps by employing a primary qualitative design to explore the concept of authenticity from the participants' own terms and its impact on both online and offline brand advocacy practices of UK Gen-Z consumers.

























[bookmark: _Toc233938313]Research Methodology
This section justifies the selected research design and elaborate the method of identification, collection and analysis of secondary data. The study is not to collect new primary data from an influencer, but to synthesise secondary data already researched in the case of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) as already a considerable amount of empirical literature exists on influencer authenticity and brand advocacy.
[bookmark: _Toc233938314]Research philosophy and approach
This research is based on an interpretivist perspective which views authenticity and advocacy as socially constructed and which emphasizes the importance of combining the views and findings of the previous researchers in order to reflect the multiple meanings of authenticity and advocacy. This is contrasted with the positivist approach and is compatible with the purpose of a research to explore perceptions and not directly to measure variables. The study relies exclusively on secondary data since the data is collected from existing empirical studies on influencer authenticity and brand advocacy, it is not new and primary data will not be gathered through interviews. Themes are given space to emerge from the literature body with the theoretical framework sensitising (but not dictating) the interpretation, an inductive-to-abductive logic is maintained.
[bookmark: _Toc233938315]Research strategy
The research strategy adopted is a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) in accordance with the research process suggested by Tranfield et al. (2003) in the context of management and business research and reported following the PRISMA 2020 guidelines (Page et al., 2021). An SLR was chosen over a narrative review to ensure that secondary evidence was identified, screened and synthesised using a transparent, replicable and auditable protocol and the risk of selection bias was minimised, which can arise when using an unstructured approach to the review. This approach can be appropriate for a topic like influencer authenticity and brand advocacy, where there is already a significant amount of empirical research on the subject, and it is likely that further empirical research will be undertaken in the near future, making a secondary-data synthesis feasible and likely to produce sound, well-evidenced conclusions within the confines of a dissertation.
[bookmark: _Toc233938317]Study Selection and Screening
Study selection will be carried out in accordance with the PRISMA 2020 flow (Page et al., 2021). Titles and abstracts will be first screened for inclusion in the study, based on the following criteria: published between 2015 and 2026, published in peer-reviewed journals, related to the topics of influencer authenticity and/or brand advocacy/eWOM, and written in English. Studies on traditional celebrity (non-influencer) endorsements with no empirical findings or those that are only commentary on industry and trade matters will be excluded. The remaining studies will then be assessed for eligibility for the review by reading the full text and the quality of the included studies will be appraised using the relevant Critical Appraisal Skills Programme (CASP, 2022) checklist for each study design. 
[bookmark: _Toc233938316]Data Collection
Secondary data will be gathered through systematic electronic search of the literature (Scopus, Web of Science, Business Source Complete (EBSCO) and Google Scholar), backward and forward citation snowballing of the literature (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Audrezet, de Kerviler and Moulard, 2020). Search strings will be used as a combination of keywords, using Boolean syntax, e.g. ('influencer*' OR 'social media influencer*') AND ('authentic*') AND ('brand advocacy' OR 'word-of-mouth' OR 'eWOM') AND ('Gen-Z' OR 'Generation Z' OR 'young consumer*'). The search will be limited to peer-reviewed journal articles and conference papers from 2015 to 2026, as this is when influencer marketing began to gain academic traction. Each eligible study will be extracted and will contain details of authorship and year, country/context, sample and method, theoretical framework of the study, key findings of the study related to authenticity and/or advocacy, and identified limitations, which will be entered into a standardised extraction table to ensure consistency between sources.
[bookmark: _Toc233938318]Data analysis
Thematic analysis (Thomas and Harden, 2008), a three-stage process, developed specifically for the synthesis of qualitative and mixed-methods evidence in systematic reviews, will be used to analyse the included studies: Line-by-line coding of findings reported in each study; Organising codes into descriptive themes; Generating analytical themes beyond the content of the individual studies to directly answer the review questions. To facilitate the integration of findings of different study design elements of narrative synthesis (Popay et al., 2006) were used for studies reporting quantitative relationships (e.g., correlations between credibility and purchase intention). The extracted data will be coded and organised systematically and in accordance with the entire collection of studies included.
[bookmark: _Toc233938319]Trustworthiness
The trustworthiness criteria of Nowell et al. (2017): credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability will be applied in an application-specific manner during the review process. They are translated into a secondary-data design with a documented, replicable search and screening protocol that documents a trail and an audit trail; screening decisions recorded and justifiable at each phase; weighting of confidence in the decisions made in the search and screening of each study in accordance with CASP quality appraisal; and a reflexive log of the decisions that are made during theme generation. The review process is further enhanced by the adherence to the PRISMA 2020 reporting standards (Page et al., 2021), ensuring transparency and dependability in the review process.
[bookmark: _Toc233938320]Ethical considerations
This is a secondary data study, with no original data being created and no original human participants being recruited, which significantly decreases the ethical risk profile from the original study that was an interview-based design. The study will, however, be undertaken in accordance with the University's research ethics policy: Data to be used will only be publicly available data from published studies, intellectual property of the original source(s) will be respected and respected data extraction will not misrepresent or selectively distort the findings of the original studies. There will be formal ethics approval requirements which will be confirmed with the supervisor, many institutions consider secondary research to be exempt or low risk when carried out in a desk-based format.












[bookmark: _Toc233938321]Expected Findings
Returning to the central question of this review, does influencer authenticity matter when it comes to brand advocacy among UK Gen-Z consumers, the review makes a number of predictions based on literature already scoped in Chapter 2. These are expected patterns to be substantiated or refuted by complete synthesis and not proven facts.
Regarding Objective 1, the literature reviewed will converge on the concept of authenticity as a construct which is multidimensional, potentially including perceived honesty and transparency (especially in the disclosure of sponsored content), consistency between stated values and actual behaviour of an influencer, expertise/passion and relatability/similarity to a follower (Audrezet et al., , 2020; Lou and Yuan, 2019). Interestingly, transparency can actually enhance perceived authenticity to sceptical Gen-Z viewers after the synthesis discovers that such disclosure of paid partnership can be a benefit to the synthesis.
In terms of Objective 2, the synthesised evidence is anticipated to support one that reflects a positive correlation between perceived authenticity and advocacy, as theorised by Sashi (2012) that authenticity is connected to the pathway of engagement-to-advocacy. The correlation between online advocacy (liking, sharing, commenting) will be more consistent and strong, versus the offline word of mouth that may be more conditional, as it involves a greater personal and reputational risk. Authentic communication is likely to be commonly found as a mediator between authenticity and advocacy, as frequently mentioned in research on the subject (Horton and Wohl, 1956; Sokolova and Kefi, 2020).
Regarding Objective 3, the review should provide a distillation of practical, evidence-based recommendations for brands, including the importance of reconnecting with influencers over the long-term, being more open about partnerships, and ensuring influencer selection is more driven by audience fit than number of followers (De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders, 2017). Such conclusive evidence may be useful for marketers in building brand advocates among Gen-Z consumers.







[bookmark: _Toc233938322]Limitations
There are a number of limitations of a secondary-data, SLR-based design, and appropriate mitigation strategies are recognised. First, the review is necessarily limited by the scope, quality and focus of previously published studies because some of these are limited in their ability to capture the UK Gen-Z context specifically, this will be made clear in the discussion and conclusions that are drawn with due caution.
Second, publication bias is a risk, since studies with significant and/or positive results are more likely to be published than those with a null result; this is somewhat reduced by searching several databases and by including conference papers in addition to journal articles. Third, screening, extraction and synthesis will be the responsibility of the researcher only, which carries a risk of interpretive bias by the researcher; this is addressed with a documented and criterion based screening protocol, CASP quality appraisal and reflexive log of analytic decisions, following the trustworthiness criteria of Nowell et al. (2017).
Fourth, the study is a synthesis of the existing research, and as such is not able to produce any truly new primary insights into the lived experience of authenticity by UK Gen-Z consumers; it can only reorganise and interpret what has been reported already, and this is another reason for future primary research efforts on this topic based on the conclusions of this research. The boundaries are clearly established, and indicate the extent of the work's contribution.















[bookmark: _Toc233938323]Conclusion
The research aims to explore the relationship between authenticity and brand advocacy among the Gen Z UK consumer demographics, outlining a process to gather and examine this data. The topic is relevant to practice: Influencer marketing now requires a focus on authenticity, and a generation who is sceptical, digitally native and commercially valuable – Gen-Z – is the audience that it most resonates with. Authenticity and credibility have been established as variables that could affect consumer response, and parasocial connection has been identified as a part of the process that could make consumers ‘buy advocates’, but the literature has tended to focus on quantitative measurement of the construct and on purchase intention.
A secondary-data design (Systematic Literature Review, SLR, of around 25-35 peer-reviewed studies which will be screened according to PRISMA 2020 and analysed according to the thematic synthesis method developed by Thomas and Harden (2008)) is appropriate for the study because it is a suitable method for synthesizing the existing evidence, answer the four research objectives, and address the four guiding research questions on online and offline advocacy. The findings will inform the academic field of the authenticity-advocacy relationship as well as help brands understand how to engage Generation Z. The method can be used within the recommended time and budget periods and there are clear limitations on the method. From this perspective the study is original, and focused and has potential for development on the way to a full dissertation.













[bookmark: _Toc233938324]Timeframe
The dissertation will be written during six months. The Gantt-type schedule below is a way to divide the project into smaller steps, recognising that some stages need to overlap, and that there is flexibility in how long database searching, screening and quality appraisal take. The letters "M" represents "project month.
	Phase / Activity
	M1
	M2
	M3
	M4
	M5
	M6

	Finalise proposal & search protocol
	X
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature review & database searching
	X
	X
	
	
	
	

	Screening (title/abstract & full text)
	
	X
	X
	
	
	

	Quality appraisal & data extraction
	
	
	X
	X
	
	

	Thematic & narrative synthesis
	
	
	
	X
	X
	

	Write up findings & discussion
	
	
	
	
	X
	X

	Final editing & submission
	
	
	
	
	
	X
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