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[bookmark: _Toc234945108]1. Introduction
Brand image has become a significant factor in today's retail environment that influences consumer choices. In 2023, retail sales amounted to USD 28 trillion worldwide, a testament to the fierce competition that brands face (Statista, 2024). Consumers are now not only motivated by price and product function but also by product qualities. The decisions to buy are more and more influenced by the perceptions of the brand identity, brand reputation and brand symbolic value (Keller and Brexendorf, 2019).
Brand image is the collection of connections, perceptions and beliefs that customers have about a brand. It includes the functional, emotional and symbolic elements (Foroudi, 2019). The positive brand image has been proven to increase purchase intention, customer loyalty, and premium product pricing (Ahmad et al., 2019).
Although there is a considerable amount of literature, there are still gaps. Existing studies mostly narrow in on a single product category, or Western markets (Islam et al., 2022). The relationships between brand image and actual buying behaviour, especially in various retail channels and online platforms, are under-researched.
Aim
The main aim of this study is to study the impact of brand image on consumer buying behaviour in the retail sector. 
The research objectives are as follows: 
· to examine the dimensions of brand image that are most likely to influence consumers' purchase decisions
· to analyze the mediating role of consumer trust and perceived quality
· To investigate how demographic variables, mainly age and income, modest the effect of brand image on consumer buying behaviour over multiple retail sectors. 
Research Hypotheses 
Previous literature and research goals are used to propose the following hypotheses: 
· H1: Brand image has a positive and significant effect on consumer buying behaviour in the UK retail sector.
· H2: Consumer trust positively mediates the relationship between brand image and consumer buying behaviour.
· H3: Perceived quality positively mediates the relationship between brand image and consumer buying behaviour.
· H4: Age significantly moderates the relationship between brand image and consumer buying behaviour, such that the relationship differs across age groups.
· H5: Income significantly moderates the relationship between brand image and consumer buying behaviour, such that the relationship differs across income groups.

H1 is based on Keller's (1993) Brand Knowledge, where a high level of brand associations has a positive influence on consumer attitudes and purchase decisions. Chaudhuri and Holbrook (2001) showed that it was important for brand trust to create a link between brand image and consumer's buying behaviour and to lessen buyer's perceived risk. H3 is based on the findings by Zeithaml (1988) which indicate that a favorable brand image will lead consumers to make more positive quality judgments, which will lead to a higher level of willingness to purchase. The motivations of H4 and H5 are due to the contribution made by Ahmad et al. (2019) and Islam et al. (2022) which focused on the fact that three under-explored conditions of an experiment in brand image research were age and income, which these two elements may affect the strength of the brand image – buying behavior relationship.
[bookmark: _Toc234945109]2. Literature Review
In this section, the student is to critically reflect on the existing scholarship around brand image and consumer buying behaviour in retail settings. 
[bookmark: _Toc234945110]2.1 Conceptualising Brand Image
Theoretically, brand image is based on Keller's (1993) Brand Knowledge framework in which the brand image can be explained as a network of cognitive associations (Keller and Brexendorf, 2019). Ahmad et al. (2019) found that brand image is broadly operationalized into three facets: functional (product performance perceptions), symbolic (identity expression) and experiential (sensory and emotional engagement).
[bookmark: _Toc234945111]2.2 Consumer Buying Behaviour Theories
Classical models that underlie consumer buying behaviour in retail include the Theory of Planned Behaviour and Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model. Such frameworks assert that external stimuli, such as brand cues, induce internal mental and emotional responses that ultimately result in buying decisions (Chaudhuri and Ligas, 2009).
Consumer Buying Behaviour is the decision making policies and actions taken by consumers before, during and after consumption of a product/service. It can be influenced by psychological, social, cultural and personal factors and aspects such as brand image, perceived value, trust and many more (Kotler, 2016). In this study, buying behaviour includes consumers' purchase decisions and intentions in the retail sector in the UK. 
Consumer trust is characterized as consumers' belief in a brand to provide steady products and to keep the brand's promises. Trust conveys perceived risk and uncertainty reduction for customers when purchasing and equates to a more loyal relationship between consumers and brands (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). Thus, it may be predicted that trust would mediate the relation between brand image and purchasing behavior among the customers. 
According to Zeithaml (1988), perceived quality is the judgment of overall quality of a product or brand based on subjective assessment by the consumers from its objective quality. When consumers have a positive brand image, they are more likely to perceive that products are of good quality, which helps develop their willingness to buy the product.
The empirical findings indicate a positive link between brand image and buying behaviour. Building a brand image evokes favourable mental or emotional reactions leading to buying behaviour. This leads H1 that claims a positive and significant direct impact of brand image on the consumers' buying behavior in the UK retail market.
[bookmark: _Toc234945112]2.3 Mediating Roles: Trust and Perceived Quality
Brand image to purchase behaviour is a mediating variable that is important and the trust of consumers is one of them. The lower the perceived risk, the more willing one is to make a purchase, and trust reduces the risk (Malik and Sudhakar, 2014). Just like any other attribute, perceived quality is also a subjective evaluation of a product's superiority (Roozy et al., 2014), and a good brand image will help increase perceived quality, which will then induce purchase behaviour.
Researchers summarized the key empirical studies, their focus and key findings in Table 1 below: 
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Table 1: Summary of Key Empirical Literature 
(Source: Researcher)
These results indicate that consumer trust and perceived quality can be added to the hypothesized model. If the brand image is high, it helps to build trust (H2) and elevates brand perceptions of quality (H3), both of which have positive impacts on the decision to purchase. This dual mediation model helps overcome the lack of integrative models proposed by Chaudhuri and Ligas (2009), who argued that a mediational model that incorporates several psychological pathways between brand stimuli and responses is necessary.
2.4 Demographic Moderators: Age and Income
Increasingly, research has identified that the influence of brand image on purchases is not the same for all consumer groups. Ahmad et al. (2019) have mentioned that age is depicted as a boundary condition as younger consumers (18-34 years) were found to convey symbolic and experiential associations, whereas older consumers emphasized on functional attributes and reliability. It can be argued that similar moderating effects of income also exist with respect to brand sensitivity. Islam et al., 2022 noted that while past consumers who have higher income are likely to be more sensitive to the brand image cues, lower income-paid consumers are likely to be sensitive more towards price/value considerations than the brand image. 
[bookmark: _Toc234945113]2.5 Identified Gaps
The gaps identified in the existing literature in this review are summarized below. First, most brand image research is conducted in a specific product or service category, such as luxury goods, FMCG or the hospitality sector, with only handfuls of studies throwing light on the link between the various sectors in UK retail (Chaudhuri and Ligas, 2009). Third, most research fails to integrate consumer trust and perceived quality in the same framework as two mediators simultaneously, failing to achieve a deeper understanding on how these pathways both work together, and interact with each other. Thirdly, the ARMM values of the demographic moderators that are age and income remain under-researched; although they are known to be relevant in individual studies, there is still no single study that has tested their moderating effects with the mediation process in a retail context in the UK (Ahmad et al. 2019; Islam et al. 2022). This study aims to address all these gaps.
[bookmark: _heading=h.xgrxuqh5gosr][bookmark: _Toc234945114]3. Methodology
This section aims to explain the research design, data collection strategy and analytical framework for this study. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.4l0qillpb9s][bookmark: _Toc234945115]3.1 Research Philosophy and Approach
The philosophy used in this study is positivist with deductive approach. The hypotheses are formulated based on the existing brand image theory, and are tested with empirical evidence (Saunders et al., 2003).  The continuity of positivist philosophy and deductive method is justified since it is the purpose of the present study to test the hypothesis coming from the theory micro-instruments prior to the construction of new theory, in an objective manner. Positivism facilitates the gathering of quantitative data which is measurable and to facilitate the process of data analysis, basically relating data with one another by examining the relationship between different factors in the form of statistics. The deductive approach aims to investigate the validity of the theoretical assumptions regarding brand image, consumer trust, perceived quality and buying behaviour with UK retail consumers within the context of the research aims. These methods increase the reliability and validity of their results and provide a structured and systematic research process while at the same time, increasing the generalisability data.
[bookmark: _heading=h.jx2mpi3gdf8o][bookmark: _Toc234945116]3.2 Research Design and Data Collection
The design of the study will be a primary quantitative research design which uses a self-administered and structured online survey. The approach is suitable for gathering numerical data from a large sample size in limited time (Hair et al., 2019). The survey instrument utilizes validated 5-point Likert scales in measuring the brand image, perceived quality, consumer trust and consumer buying behaviour. A minimum of 100 UK retail customers will be employed using convenience sampling reinforced by purposive sampling. Convenience sampling allows well-organized recruitment through online platforms, while purposive sampling guarantees that only applicants who meet the inclusion criteria (aged 18 years or above and having purchased from a UK retail outlet within the previous 12 months) are encompassed in the study. 
Eligibility requirements are that participants be aged 18 years or older and have made at least one purchase (online or physical) from a UK retail outlet in the last 12 months. The criterion will appear first on the questionnaire, and any person who does not conform will be automatically eliminated from the survey. The following methods will be used to approach participants: 
(1) the online community and forums of consumers relevant to UK retail and shopping 
(2) LinkedIn - a public post will be shared for linked in to the project
(3) Facebook consumer groups relevant to UK shopping, deals and retail 
(4) the researcher's university communication lists and personal networks. 
The questionnaire will be accessible via Google Forms and will be shared as a clickable survey link by these. Participants will be introduced to a participant information sheet that is embedded within the on-line questionnaire and provides information on the purpose of the study, that participation is voluntary, that the data will be kept confidential and anonymous, and the participant's right to withdraw from the study at any time without consequences. To access the survey questions, a "I agree" consent button must be clickable. The data collected will consist of: (a) Demographic data: Age Group (18-29, 30-44, 45 – 59, 60+), Gender, Level of education, Monthly income levels and Preferred retail shopping channel (online, in-store and both); and (b) Construct measures: perceptions of brand image (functional, symbolic and experiential dimensions), consumer trust, perceived quality, and consumer buying behaviour using validated 5-point Likert scale items (1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree). A reminder post or message will be sent via each channel 1 week after the initial invite, to increase response rates. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.yq0jrl9oncd2][bookmark: _Toc234945117]3.3 Data Analysis
Data analysis will be carried out in two phases. The sample profile and variable distributions will be summarised using descriptive statistics, first. Respondent data will be summarized using the measure of central tendency, frequency and standard deviation. Partial Least Squares Structural Equation Modelling (PLS-SEM) will be utilized in SmartPLS 4, which is appropriate for predictive modelling with non-normal data distribution (Hair et al., 2019). PLS-SEM allows for the measurement model reliability and validity to be evaluated along with the structural model (path coefficients, mediation effects). Construct validity and mediation significance will be confirmed by composite reliability, average variance extracted (AVE), and bootstrapping. 
Firstly, descriptive statistics will be used to summarise the demographic characteristics of the respondents (age, gender and income) as well as the distribution of all study variables to answer RQ3. A Cronbach's alpha and Composite Reliability will be conducted to determine the internal consistency among the constructs and Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) will be used to assess convergent and discriminant validity. Structural Equation Modelling (SEM) will then estimate the direct relations between brand image and consumer buying behaviour (RQ1). Consumer trust and perceived quality will be analyzed for the explanation of this relationship (RQ2) using mediation analysis with bootstrapping procedures. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.t356qx5aj66y][bookmark: _Toc234945118]3.4 Ethical Considerations
The research philosophy used in this study is a positivist approach as this approach is applicable in consumer behaviour studies in line with quantitative research. A deductive method is used, which involves developing predictions (hypotheses) based on available theory and then subjecting them to a test. This seems to be a valid approach for several reasons, because there is a solid theoretical foundation.
All participants will be informed and consented. Data will be anonymised and held securely, following the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR). 
[bookmark: _heading=h.5dglymdhedzy][bookmark: _Toc234945119]4. Expected Findings
The hypothesis H1 is accepted as it is assumed that there is a positive and statistically significant relationship between brand image and consumer's buying behaviour in the UK retail market.
It is expected that H2 will be accepted, representing that consumer trust moderately mediates the association between brand image and consumer buying performance. Consumers who perceive a brand as dependable are predictable to show sturdier purchase intentions and purchasing occurrence.
It is also expected that H3 will be accepted as it can be seen that there is a significant mediating role for perceived quality in brand image and consumer buying behavior. If customers believe the product will be of higher quality, then they should be more willing to buy the product.
It is hypothesized from H4 that the relationship between brand image and consumer buying behavior is moderated by age with younger consumers being more affected by symbolic attributes of the brand than older consumers.
It is hoped that H5 would be accepted, which means that income does significantly contribute to the relationship between the brand image and the buying behavior of consumers. Richer consumers are likely to be more influenced by brand image/qualities while lower income consumers may be more influenced by price.
[bookmark: _Toc234945120]5. Limitations
One major methodological weakness of this study is that it is a cross-sectional design. It attempts to reflect consumer attitudes and behaviour at one time only, and does not generate causal inferences or analysis of shifts in brand image over time (Saunders et al., 2003).Longitudinal design would enhance causal inferences, but this is not within the scope and timeframe of this project.
Surveys can have social desirability bias because people are likely to inflate their brand loyalty or positive perceptions. This is a well documented consumer behavior research constraint (Chaudhuri and Ligas, 2009).
The sampling frame only includes UK consumers, so the results may not be generalizable to other cultural or retail environments. There have been documented cultural differences in brand perception and there is some doubt that this factor may restrict the cross-national applicability. Finally, the study is not sector specific – luxury goods or FMCG – but general retail. These categories could be explored in isolation in future research (Islam et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc234945121]6. Timeframe
This part will provide a clearly defined and realistic time frame to complete the dissertation project. The course of the dissertation will take about 16 weeks. Here is the timeline (in table format) that is planned: 
	Phase
	Activity
	Duration (Weeks)
	Timeline

	Phase 1
	Finalise research topic, objectives and proposal
	1 week
	Week 1

	Phase 2
	Literature review and theoretical framework development
	3 weeks
	Weeks 2–4

	Phase 3
	Questionnaire design, pilot testing and ethical approval
	2 weeks
	Weeks 5–6

	Phase 4
	Primary data collection
	3 weeks
	Weeks 7–9

	Phase 5
	Data cleaning, coding and statistical analysis (SmartPLS/SPSS)
	2 weeks
	Weeks 10–11

	Phase 6
	Writing Findings and Discussion chapter
	2 weeks
	Weeks 12–13

	Phase 7
	Writing Introduction, Conclusion, editing and proofreading
	2 weeks
	Weeks 14–15

	Phase 8
	Final revisions based on supervisor feedback and dissertation submission
	1 week
	Week 16




Table 3: Dissertation Research Timeline (16 Weeks)
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Although the project is planned over only sixteen weeks, contingency period has been combined within the data collection and dissertation writing periods to accommodate negligible suspensions in participant staffing, supervisor feedback or data analysis. The timetable therefore remains truthful and attainable within the accessible dissertation duration. 
[bookmark: _Toc234945122]7. Conclusion
It is concluded that this proposal suggests a study with a strong theoretical basis that would investigate the relationship between brand image and the purchase behaviour in the retail sector. The research is inspired by the fact that the perception of the brand has become an important part of the competition in modern retail markets, as the perception of the brand has become a symbol and emotional association that affects decisions beyond price and functionality (Keller and Brexendorf, 2019; Foroudi, 2019). The proposed quantitative deductive method with the help of structural equation modeling is a strong method to test the proposed conceptual model. Incorporating mediators of consumer trust and perceived quality provides theoretical richness and relevance to the study's design. 
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