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1. Introduction
1.1 Background and Context
United Kingdom consumers are regular users of social media and frequently encounter brands through these platforms. Data published in May 2025 show very high platform penetration among the United Kingdom online population, including YouTube at 94% with an average of 51 minutes daily use, Facebook/Messenger at 93%, Instagram at 78%, and TikTok at 56% (Ofcom, 2025b; Reuters Staff, 2025). Reach is similarly strong among United Kingdom online adult smartphone users, with WhatsApp at 92%, Facebook at 85%, and TikTok at 46% (Ofcom, 2025b; Reuters Staff, 2025). At the national level, around 90% of United Kingdom internet-using adults use social media, including nine in ten people aged 16-24 and three-quarters of people aged 65 and over (Ofcom, 2025a). This pattern is consistent with Ofcom’s Technology Tracker 2024 (n=4,000; data collected between January and April 2024) (Ofcom, 2024). The ONS no longer publishes internet access updates and instead points users to Ofcom’s tracker for similar measures (Office for National Statistics, 2020).
1.2 Problem Statement and Research Gap
Although the large reach of online platforms, its success is not fully clear because simple exposure and active involvement may not impact consumers in the same way. Engagement can strengthen advertising effects more than mere exposure (Calder, Malthouse and Schaedel, 2009), while individual content features affect the level of attention and interaction generated by brand content (de Vries, Gensler and Leeflang, 2012). Influence on online social platforms depends heavily on trust and credibility (Lou and Yuan, 2019), and perceived value links marketing contact to buying decisions (Zeithaml, 1988). However, intention does not always translate into behaviour, showing an ongoing behaviour gap (Webb and Sheeran, 2006).
1.3 Research aim
To assess the effect of marketing on social media exposure and engagement regarding shaping UK consumers’ perceptions relating to trust, credibility as well as value, and in influencing purchase intention and self-reported buying behaviour.

1.4 Research objectives
RO1. To assess the degree to which UK consumers encounter and interact with social media marketing content.
RO2. To analyse how such exposure and interaction relate to consumers’ perceptions of credibility, trust and value.
RO3. To evaluate whether these forms of social media contact are associated with purchase intention and self-reported buying behaviour.
RO4. To determine whether credibility, trust and perceived value interpret the link between online social promotion and consumer buying behaviour.
1.5 Research questions
RQ1. How frequently do UK consumers encounter and interact with social media marketing content?
RQ2. In what ways are exposure to and interaction related to consumers’ perceptions of credibility, trust and value?
RQ3. Is social media marketing associated with consumers’ purchase decisions and self-reported buying behaviour among United Kingdom consumers?
RQ4. Do perceptions of credibility, trust and value help explain how online social marketing affects purchase desire and self-reported buying behaviour?

2. Literature Review
This study uses the established Stimulus Organism Response framework, which shows how outside environmental factors affect internal decisions that then influence behaviour (Mehrabian and Russell, 1974). In retail and service research, S-O-R has often been used to explain how marketing factors affect thoughts and feelings before leading to behaviour. In a meta-analytic review, Vieira (2013) demonstrates that the framework is solid in a retail context, and Eroglu, Machleit and Davis (2001) take this reasoning a step further and show that online atmospherics can affect internal states and approach responses. Simultaneously, the Theory of Planned Behaviour points for desire as the nearest precursor of action (Ajzen, 1991), and its predictive power is meta-analytically confirmed (Armitage and Conner, 2001). These attitudes combine to provide a model that social media marketing acts as the stimulus, trust/credibility and perceived value are internal appraisals, and purchase decisions and self-reported buying behaviour are the response.
2.1 Theme 1: Operationalising exposure and engagement
Some of the problems of social platform marketing research are the difference between exposure and engagement. Exposure entails contact with branded content, such as paid promotions, sponsored content, influencer content, and retargeting, by consumers. In its turn, engagement represents more active response types, including liking, sharing, commenting, clicking, following, or time spent on interaction with branded content. This difference is theoretically significant since passive contact has little chance of influencing consumers in the same manner that active interaction does. According to Calder, Malthouse and Schaedel (2009), engaging online yields more effective advertising than being exposed because of the high level of involvement and process.
The nature of the content also determines the development of exposure towards interaction. De Vries, Gensler, and Leeflang (2012) demonstrate that certain characteristics of branding posts influence the popularity of the latter on social media brand pages, which means that not every message is equally worthy of attention or response. Hollebeek, Glynn and Brodie (2014) strengthen this by defining consumer brand engagement as a multidimensional construct and proving it as an observable state of psychology and behaviour. Consumer outcomes, including satisfaction and purchase intention, have also been linked with broader social media marketing activities as recent evidence indicates (Ngo et al., 2025). These variables should, however, be measured using self-report measurement, with care, as common method bias can overstate relationships that are observed (Podsakoff et al., 2003).
2.2 Theme 2: Trust and credibility
The key to how persuasion works on social media is trust and credibility, where commercial messages are frequently part of apparently personal or interactive communications. Ohanian (1990) offers a background description of source credibility by establishing expertise, trustworthiness, and attractiveness as fundamental areas of endorsement efficacy. This framework is widely applicable to influencers, brand representatives, and sponsored creators of social media networks, even though it was formulated within the context of celebrity endorsement. It implies that consumers do not react alone to exposure of messages but also look at the credibility and reliability of the source they believe the message to be.
Lou and Yuan (2019) justify this by demonstrating that consumer trust in branded social media content is influenced by message value and source credibility. It seems, according to their findings, that persuasion does not rest on mere visibility, but rather on whether branded communication is perceived as believable. Friestad and Wright (1994) enhance this argument by the model of persuasion knowledge that clarifies that the more consumers become aware of the persuasive intention, the more sceptical they become. This is where disclosure is of significance. Boerman, Willemsen and Van Der Aa (2022) demonstrate that sponsorship disclosures affect persuasion knowledge and consumer behaviours, and Pan et al. (2024) make it clear that persuader effort works through trust. Another way in which privacy affects trust is through the social media e-retail services (Alzaidi and Agag, 2022).
2.3 Theme 3: Perceived value as a consumer assessment
Sense of benefits is a second key evaluative way that social media marketing could influence consumer decisions. In the view of Zeithaml (1988), usefulness is the total view of the utility of the consumer considering what is received and given. These benefits sacrifice logic have been quite resolute as it captures evaluative judgement between marketing contact and behavioural results. This idea is furthered by Sweeney and Soutar (2001) when they form a multidimensional perceived value scale providing a more operational referent for empirical studies.
In social platforms, perceived usefulness is connected to the effect of the marketing action on how consumers react. Chen and Lin (2019) conclude that there are mechanisms in social media marketing efforts which affect consumer outcomes, such as perceived value, and thereby, value is a construct, not an outcome only. The same result of Godey et al. (2016) finds that marketing in social platforms affects brand equity and consumer behaviour, which assumes that repetitive online experiences can influence how consumers compare brand offerings. The combination of these studies supports the importance of perceived value as an organismic core variable in this dissertation.
2.4 Theme 4: From consumer evaluation to purchase outcomes
Whereas internal perceptions are presumed to affect the purchasing outcomes, the line is not entirely linear. This process can reorganise internal judgments, and Schivinski and Dabrowski (2016) demonstrate that social media interaction influences consumer views towards brands. The shift between perception and action, however, is more complicated. Ajzen (1991) maintains that intention most directly causes behaviour, and that intention is a significant predictor. However, this prognostic correlation is not perfect. In their combined study analysis, Webb and Sheeran (2006) demonstrate that a behavioural shift in intention may not result in behaviour change. This gap between intention and behaviour applies strongly to social media marketing because customers can convey positive attitudes or intentions without making a real purchase.
The use of electronic word-of-mouth complicates the matter. The decision-making and credibility judgments in online consumer-to-consumer communication demonstrated by Cheung and Thadani (2012) may make or break the gap between intention and behaviour. Because of that reason, purchase intention and self-report purchase behaviour must be considered as similar yet different outcomes.
2.5 Theme 5: UK-context evidence and synthesis
The practical relevance of this model is assisted by UK-relevant research. In retail outlets, Dolega, Rowe and Branagan (2021) demonstrate that social media marketing correlates with website visits, orders and sales, which is reflected in behavioural relevance. According to Ramanathan, Subramanian and Parrott (2017), social media also helps in adding to customer satisfaction and efficiency in operation when it comes to retail marketing situations. As previously mentioned, Adaba, Frimpong and Mwainyekule (2025) add to the behavioural relevance of influencer exposure by demonstrating the impact on purchase intention and behaviour.
The literature, in general, contributes to a logical model whereby social media marketing exposure and engagements are the stimuli or independent variable, trust/credibility and perceived value are the evaluative factors and purchase intention, and self-reported behaviour are the end outcome. Combining S-O-R with the planned behaviour theory provides a useful basis to study direct and mediated effects and identify that behavioural responses can be less strong than intentions due to the well-established gap between intention and behaviour (Ajzen, 1991; Webb and Sheeran, 2006).
3. Methodology
3.1 Research philosophy and approach
A positivist approach applies to this study because the researchers aim to explore relationships between well-defined variables by structured measurement and statistical analysis. Positivism fits in a situation where the aim is to test hypotheses made by theories and to find regularities that can be quantified. Exposure and engagement with social media marketing, their correlation with trust/credibility and perceptions of value, and their impact on purchase intention and self-reported purchase behaviour are the topics of interest in this dissertation. The approach that should be adopted is hence a deductive one, where the study commences with the concepts and propositions based on the available literature and is tested based on empirical evidence. This method is aligned with business and management research that seeks to explain causal tendencies with quantifiable constructs (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
3.2 Research strategy and time horizon
The reasons behind employing a quantitative survey strategy are that it enables the collection of data in a standardised form on a fairly large number of respondents. This helps make comparisons among participants and allows testing of relationships between variables statistically. The survey method is also suitable in this study since the research questions demand quantifiable evidence on consumer perceptions, intentions and self-reported behaviour. The research has a cross-sectional time horizon, or data have been recorded once at a particular point in time, as opposed to having an extended time. The design fits dissertation research that is short in duration and resource but commonly appears in the literature reviewing consumer attitudes and behavioural tendencies (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
3.3 Population and sampling
The initial audience is the United Kingdom social media users aged 18+ years and older who were exposed to branded content on social media. Since the study investigates how social media marketing influences perceptions and buying results, the participants need to have a direct experience of such an environment. It is felt that 100 to 120 respondents will be adequate to produce adequate quantitative data in the context of a dissertation. The convenience sampling is embraced due to its practicality, low cost, and applicability in circumstances where the respondents are unavailable, but lowering the generalisability of the results (Etikan, Musa and Alkassim, 2016).
3.4 Data collection and measures
An online questionnaire is used to collect primary data. To achieve consistency and quantitative analysis, closed-ended questions are employed. Many attitudinal items rely on a Likert scale, which is applicable to measure the extent of assent or assessment on social research (Likert, 1932). The questionnaire will consist of questions that will touch about exposure to social platforms marketing, engagement, trust and credibility, perceived benefits, intention to buy, and self-reported buying behaviour. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019) argue that a structured tool ensures reliability, comparability, and effective data processing.
3.5 Data analysis
The collected data are analysed using SPSS or Excel. Descriptive statistics are concerned with summarising respondent qualities and an overall response trend, whereas inferential statistics are concerned with testing relationships among variables. Cronbach's alpha is used to determine the overall reliability of a scale's items (Cronbach, 1951). Predictive relationships are investigated in correlation and regression, whereas mediation is evaluated in the approach that follows the rationale of Baron and Kenny (1986) with the statistical advice of Field (2024).
3.6 Ethical considerations
The research is conducted about the practised ethical standards in human participant research. The involvement is voluntary, informed consent is provided, and respondents are allowed to withdraw. No identifiable information is disclosed during the research, and personal information is managed by ethical considerations and regulations (Oates, 2021; UKRI, 2023; GOV.UK, 2018).
4. Expected Findings
It is anticipated that the study will demonstrate a positive impact of online social marketing exposure, with more so, engagement upon consumer perceptions and purchasing results. It will be more effective when involving people than when passively exposed, since active experience has a way of enhancing advertising success (Calder, Malthouse and Schaedel, 2009). The effect of trust and credibility is also likely to influence the way consumers perceive branded content (Lou and Yuan, 2019), and perceived value might become a determining appraisal system connecting promotional content and purchase plan (Zeithaml, 1988; Chen and Lin, 2019). Nevertheless, the intention does not necessarily translate into behaviour wholesale (Ajzen, 1991; Webb and Sheeran, 2006).
5. Limitations
Such research includes some limitations. Non-probability convenience sampling, along with a respondent size of 100-120 UK social platform users aged 18 or over, can weaken the general application of the results. A cross-sectional design only describes the reaction at a single point in one stage and cannot thus formulate strong causal-type arguments. There might also be in the data of the self-reported questionnaire the elements of response bias and common method bias. Also, the study uses only certain perceptions and not all the factors that might affect purchase behaviour may be captured.
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7. Conclusion
The dissertation presents the argument that social media promotion can affect how the process through which consumers in the United Kingdom judge and react to branded content. Building on the Stimulus Organism Response framework together with the Theory of Planned Behaviour, the research justified exposure and engagement as the primary marketing stimulus, trust/credibility and perceived value as the fundamental evaluative perceptions, and purchase intention and self-reported purchase behaviour as prime outcomes. The research aims at testing these relationships empirically using a quantitative cross-sectional survey of adult social platform users in the UK. This research will help to add context-specific information on the impact of social media promotion on how consumers perceive and purchasing reactions within the United Kingdom.
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