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Abstract
This study investigates the influence of Instagram marketing on consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry. The research focuses on how different forms of Instagram marketing, including fashion advertising, influencer marketing, brand content and consumer engagement, relate to consumer attention, trust, product exploration and purchase-related behaviour. A positivist research philosophy and case study design were adopted. Primary data were collected through a structured online questionnaire from 112 Generation Z Instagram users in the UK. The data were analysed using descriptive statistics to identify patterns in Instagram usage, exposure to fashion content, consumer engagement, influencer credibility, trust and purchase intention.
The findings indicate that Instagram is an important part of the fashion discovery and purchasing environment for the respondents. Most participants reported frequent Instagram use and regular exposure to fashion-related content. A total of 65.2% reported purchasing a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram. Fashion content attracted the attention of 75.9% of respondents, while 68.8% stated that Instagram encouraged them to explore fashion brands or products. Influencer marketing also produced generally positive responses, particularly in relation to useful product information, honest reviews, credibility and sponsorship disclosure. However, active engagement through liking, commenting and sharing was lower than general attention and exposure. The findings therefore suggest that visibility and attention do not automatically lead to active engagement or actual purchasing.
The study concludes that Instagram marketing may influence Generation Z consumers through interconnected mechanisms involving visual attention, influencer credibility, trust, product exploration and purchase consideration. Nevertheless, Instagram should be understood as one influence within a wider consumer decision-making process rather than as the sole cause of purchasing behaviour. The study recommends that UK fashion brands focus on credible and informative content, transparent influencer partnerships, meaningful engagement and strategies that support consumers throughout the purchasing journey.
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[bookmark: _Toc241284957]1. Introduction 
Previous research indicates that different aspects of Instagram marketing can affect consumer responses. Djafarova and Bowes (2021) found that advertisements, opinion leaders and user-generated content were relevant stimuli in Generation Z fashion purchasing. However, their research focused specifically on impulse purchasing. Other studies have examined influencer credibility, trust and social media engagement, demonstrating that consumers’ responses can depend on how marketing content is perceived rather than simply whether it is encountered (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Koay et al., 2023).
Influencer marketing illustrates this complexity. Influencers can combine product information with personal opinions, lifestyle content and visual demonstrations. This can make promotional communication appear more personal than traditional advertising. However, consumers may also become sceptical when they perceive that influencers are promoting products primarily because they have been paid to do so. Therefore, credibility, trust and perceived authenticity can be important in understanding the relationship between influencer marketing and purchase decisions (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Reinikainen et al., 2020). Similarly, user-generated content may provide consumers with information that appears less commercially controlled than brand advertising. Reviews, photographs and styling posts can help consumers evaluate how products look and perform in real situations. However, the reliability of such content can vary, meaning that consumers still need to assess whether the information is trustworthy (Ismagilova et al., 2020).
Sponsored advertising represents another important form of Instagram marketing. Unlike influencer content or consumer-generated posts, sponsored advertisements are directly associated with commercial communication from brands. Their effectiveness may therefore depend on how clearly advertising is presented and how consumers respond to its commercial nature. Research on social media advertising indicates that transparency and consumers’ perceptions of advertising can influence trust and advertising effectiveness (Hübner, Henseler and Thalmann, 2026). This suggests that exposure to sponsored content alone may not explain consumer purchase responses; rather, the way consumers interpret and evaluate the content may also be important.
Brand engagement is another relevant dimension of Instagram marketing. Instagram enables fashion brands to interact with consumers through comments, likes, direct communication, stories and other forms of social interaction. Such activities can create opportunities for consumers to interact with brands beyond simply viewing advertisements. Social media research suggests that digital platforms can influence consumer decision-making by facilitating information exchange, interaction and relationship-building between consumers and brands (Stephen, 2016; Tuten and Solomon, 2023). In the fashion context, these interactions may be particularly relevant because consumers can encounter products while simultaneously observing other users’ reactions, opinions and experiences.
Trust is also important when considering how Instagram marketing may influence purchase decisions. Consumers are exposed to a mixture of brand-created, influencer-created and user-created content, meaning that they may need to evaluate the credibility of different information sources before making a purchasing decision. Ismagilova et al. (2020) identify factors such as information quality, expertise and trustworthiness as important considerations in the credibility of electronic word-of-mouth. Similarly, Lou and Yuan (2019) found that the informative value of influencer-generated content and perceptions of influencer credibility can contribute to trust in branded content and subsequently influence purchase intentions. Reinikainen et al. (2020) also identified relationships between influencer credibility, brand trust and purchase intention. These findings indicate that credibility and trust can provide an important link between exposure to Instagram marketing and consumer responses.
The importance of Instagram within the UK provides further justification for examining the platform in this research. Instagram has developed from a primarily image-sharing platform into a wider social and commercial environment in which consumers can discover products, follow brands, interact with influencers and encounter advertising. DataReportal (2026) reports that Instagram had approximately 35.5 million users in the UK in late 2025, with its advertising reach equivalent to 62.6% of the UK adult population. This level of platform reach demonstrates the potential relevance of Instagram as a marketing channel for UK fashion brands. However, high platform usage does not automatically demonstrate that Instagram marketing causes consumers to purchase products. Research is therefore required to examine how consumers respond to specific forms of marketing activity.
Generation Z is particularly relevant to this investigation because its members have developed their consumer experiences within an environment characterised by widespread social media use and digital communication. Nevertheless, generational categories should not be treated as completely homogeneous groups. Mingoia and Williamson (2025) argue that generational labels can be useful for identifying broad consumer cohorts but may also encourage assumptions and stereotypes about consumers within a generation. Therefore, this research does not assume that all Generation Z consumers behave in the same way. Instead, Generation Z is used as an operational population for examining consumer responses within a specific age cohort. For the purpose of this study, the research focuses on adult Generation Z consumers aged 18–25 living in the UK.
Existing research provides useful evidence regarding social media, Instagram and fashion consumption, but there remains scope to examine the relationship between different Instagram marketing activities and purchase decisions within a focused UK fashion context. Djafarova and Bowes (2021), for example, examined Generation Z impulse purchasing in the fashion industry and identified advertisements, opinion leaders and user-generated content as relevant stimuli. Koay et al. (2023) examined Instagram purchase and post-purchase behaviour and considered the role of trust and differences between younger consumer groups. Siregar et al. (2023) also examined Generation Z and social media within the fashion shopping journey. However, these studies do not fully address the combined influence of influencer marketing, sponsored advertising, user-generated content and brand engagement on purchase decisions among adult Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry.
This study therefore focuses specifically on how these four forms of Instagram marketing relate to consumer purchase decisions. It also considers the role of perceived credibility, trust, engagement and relevance in shaping consumer responses. This approach recognises that Instagram marketing is not a single form of communication and that consumers may respond differently depending on the source and characteristics of the content they encounter. The study adopts a quantitative approach using a survey to collect data from adult Generation Z consumers in the UK. A quantitative design is appropriate for examining relationships between defined variables and identifying patterns across a larger group of respondents (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
Overall, the study aims to contribute to understanding how Instagram marketing relates to purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry. Academically, it builds on existing research concerning social media marketing, influencer credibility, trust, user-generated content and consumer behaviour. Practically, the findings may provide UK fashion brands with a clearer understanding of the Instagram activities that consumers encounter and the factors that may shape their responses. At the same time, the study recognises the limitations of focusing on one platform, one industry and one defined consumer cohort, meaning that the findings should be interpreted within the specific context of the research.
[bookmark: _Toc241284958]1.1 Research Focus
The central focus of this research is the influence of Instagram marketing on consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry. Instagram is selected because of its substantial reach among UK consumers and its visual and interactive characteristics, which make it particularly relevant to fashion marketing and consumer engagement (DataReportal, 2026; Stephen, 2016). Research has also identified Instagram as an important platform through which younger consumers encounter fashion-related content and develop purchasing responses (Djafarova and Bowes, 2021).
The research examines four broad forms of Instagram marketing: influencer marketing, sponsored advertising, user-generated content and brand engagement. These activities represent different ways through which consumers may encounter, evaluate and interact with fashion brands on Instagram (Tuten and Solomon, 2023; Koay et al., 2023). Examining these forms separately allows the study to consider whether different types of marketing activity are associated with consumer purchase decisions.
Influencer marketing is included because influencers can communicate product recommendations through personal, lifestyle-oriented and product-related content. Previous research suggests that influencer credibility, the informative value of content and consumers’ trust can influence responses to branded influencer content and purchase intentions (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Reinikainen et al., 2020). Therefore, this study considers whether perceived credibility and relevance of influencers are associated with consumer purchase decisions.
Sponsored advertising is examined because it represents direct commercial communication from fashion brands. Social media advertising research indicates that consumers’ perceptions of advertising transparency and commercial intent can influence trust and advertising effectiveness (Hübner, Henseler and Thalmann, 2026). User-generated content is also included because consumers can obtain product information through photographs, reviews, comments and styling content created by other users. Such electronic word-of-mouth can provide information for product evaluation, although its credibility may depend on factors such as information quality, expertise and trustworthiness (Ismagilova et al., 2020).
Finally, brand engagement is considered because Instagram enables consumers to interact with fashion brands through likes, comments, shares and other forms of communication. Social media engagement can facilitate interaction, information exchange and relationships between consumers and brands (Stephen, 2016; Tuten and Solomon, 2023). Together, these four areas provide the specific focus through which this research examines Instagram marketing and consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry.
[bookmark: _Toc241284959]1.2 Research Aim and Research Objectives
The overall aim of this research is to investigate the influence of Instagram marketing on consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry.
To achieve this aim, the study focuses on four objectives: identifying the key forms of Instagram marketing used by UK fashion brands to engage Generation Z; examining their influence on consumer purchase decisions; evaluating the role of perceived credibility, trust, engagement and relevance in shaping consumer responses; and developing recommendations for UK fashion brands based on the research findings (Biggam, 2021).
These objectives provide the framework for the study and guide the subsequent examination of relevant literature, theory and empirical evidence.




[bookmark: _Toc241284960]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc241284961]2.1 Social Media Marketing and the Development of Digital Consumer Behaviour
Social media has changed the relationship between organisations and consumers by enabling communication to become more interactive, participatory and socially connected. Traditional advertising largely positions organisations as senders of promotional messages, whereas social media allows consumers to respond to brands, communicate with other consumers and contribute their own content. Tuten and Solomon (2023) describe social media marketing as the use of social technologies and platforms to create value through communication, interaction and relationships. This perspective is supported by Stephen (2016), who identifies digital and social media as important influences on consumer decision-making because consumers can encounter information, share experiences and obtain opinions from other users throughout the purchasing process. Consequently, social media marketing cannot be understood only as an extension of conventional advertising; it creates an environment in which organisations and consumers participate in the production and circulation of market information.
The importance of this change is particularly evident in the consumer decision-making process. Digital environments provide consumers with access to information at several stages, including awareness, information search, evaluation and post-purchase communication (Stephen, 2016). Social media can therefore influence not only whether consumers become aware of a product but also how they subsequently investigate and evaluate it. Online reviews, comments, recommendations and consumer-created content can provide information that complements information supplied directly by brands. Ismagilova et al. (2020) demonstrate through meta-analysis that characteristics such as source expertise, trustworthiness and homophily can influence the usefulness and credibility of electronic word-of-mouth (eWOM), as well as information adoption and purchase-related outcomes. This indicates that the value of social media communication depends partly on how consumers interpret the information rather than simply on how frequently they encounter it.
The interactive character of social media is particularly relevant because consumers are not necessarily passive recipients of marketing communication. Consumers can search for information, follow brands, comment on content, share products and communicate their own experiences. This creates a distinction between exposure and engagement. A consumer may see a promotional post without interacting with it, while another may actively comment, share or investigate the product. Research on Instagram engagement supports this distinction. Lu and Lin (2022), examining Generation Z and Millennials' engagement with Instagram Stories, identified different motivations for content consumption, contribution and creation, including entertainment, exploration, social sharing, relationship building, novelty and perceived functionality. Their findings suggest that engagement can involve several different behaviours rather than being represented by a single measure such as likes or comments.
This distinction is important for the present study because high social media usage should not automatically be interpreted as evidence of commercial effectiveness. Stephen (2016) notes that consumers' digital environments influence decision-making, but social media is also used for communication, entertainment and information. Similarly, research into Instagram Stories indicates that users may engage with the platform to satisfy social and entertainment needs rather than solely to respond to marketing messages (Lu and Lin, 2022). Therefore, a consumer can frequently use Instagram and encounter fashion content without necessarily purchasing the products advertised. This provides a rationale for examining exposure, attention, engagement and purchasing as separate but related outcomes.
The fashion industry provides an especially relevant context for examining this relationship. Fashion consumption is associated with identity, lifestyle, social belonging and symbolic meaning as well as functional product characteristics. Social media allows consumers to observe products in different contexts, compare styles and see how other people present themselves. Siregar et al. (2023) found that Generation Z consumers use social media for social relationships, entertainment and information within their wider fashion consumption journey. However, the broader literature indicates that social media involvement can take different forms, meaning that consumers should not be treated as a single homogeneous group.
The distinction between social media use and purchasing also creates an important methodological issue. Research may report positive relationships between social media activity and purchase intention, while this does not necessarily demonstrate that consumers subsequently complete a purchase. Purchase intention represents a psychological likelihood or willingness to buy, whereas actual purchasing represents behaviour. Similarly, impulse purchasing represents a particular form of purchasing that may occur rapidly and with limited planning. Djafarova and Bowes (2021), for example, found that Instagram advertisements, opinion leaders and user-generated content were associated with impulse purchasing among Generation Z participants in the UK fashion context. Their qualitative study provides valuable evidence of Instagram's role in fashion purchasing, but its focus on impulse purchasing means that its findings cannot automatically explain all forms of planned or considered purchase decisions.
This distinction informs the present research. Rather than assuming that social media engagement is equivalent to purchasing, the study considers several stages of consumer response, including exposure to fashion content, attention, engagement, influencer perceptions, trust, purchase intention and reported purchasing. This approach allows the research to investigate whether the patterns identified in previous literature are also evident among Generation Z Instagram users in the UK fashion context.
[bookmark: _Toc241284962]2.2 Instagram as a Fashion Marketing Platform
Instagram has developed into an important environment for visual communication, brand interaction and social commerce. Its combination of photographs, short-form video, Stories, Reels, comments, product-related content and influencer activity allows fashion brands to present products within a wider social and entertainment environment. Unlike traditional advertising formats, Instagram content can appear alongside posts from friends, influencers and other consumers. This reduces the separation between commercial and social communication and allows promotional information to become part of consumers' everyday platform experiences (Tuten and Solomon, 2023).
The visual character of Instagram is particularly relevant to fashion marketing because fashion products can be communicated through appearance, styling, lifestyle and identity rather than through textual descriptions alone. Stephen (2016) argues that digital environments influence consumer behaviour by changing how consumers encounter and process information, while Djafarova and Bowes (2021) provide specific evidence from the UK fashion industry that Instagram advertisements, opinion leaders and user-generated content can operate as stimuli within Generation Z consumers' purchasing experiences. Their findings demonstrate the relevance of Instagram to fashion but also indicate that different forms of Instagram content may operate through different psychological processes.
The relationship between Instagram exposure and consumer response can be considered through traditional advertising models. The AIDA model proposes a sequence involving attention, interest, desire and action. Strong (1925) developed the model within the context of advertising, and its underlying logic remains relevant because marketing communication generally needs to gain consumer attention before it can generate further responses. Instagram provides a particularly competitive attention environment because users encounter large quantities of visual and commercial content. However, applying AIDA directly to social media has limitations. Consumers can move repeatedly between viewing content, searching for information, reading comments, comparing products and returning to a brand page rather than progressing through a fixed sequence.
This limitation is important because Instagram combines communication and consumer activity within the same platform. A consumer may first notice a fashion product through a Reel, visit the brand's profile, read comments, examine user-generated photographs and later compare prices elsewhere. The purchase decision may therefore develop over several interactions rather than through a single advertising exposure. Stephen (2016) similarly emphasises the importance of digital environments and information flows in consumer decision-making. The present study consequently uses AIDA as a conceptual lens for understanding attention and interest rather than assuming that every consumer follows a fixed linear path from exposure to purchase.
Instagram can also operate as a source of product information. Koay et al. (2023) found relationships between social capital, brand identification, brand trust and purchase intention in the context of fashion brands on Instagram. Their findings suggest that consumers' relationships with brands and other users can contribute to purchase-related outcomes, although the strength of these relationships may vary between generations. This is relevant to the present research because the study measures not only advertising exposure but also engagement, trust and purchase-related responses.
The role of Instagram therefore extends beyond direct advertising. It can facilitate discovery, information search, social interaction and evaluation. This is supported by research on Instagram users' motivations. Lu and Lin (2022) found that Instagram Stories can satisfy needs related to exploration, entertainment, social sharing, relationship building and perceived functionality. The findings indicate that users may engage with Instagram for multiple reasons, meaning that fashion marketing can reach consumers within an environment where commercial and non-commercial motivations coexist.
The fashion-specific literature provides further support. Djafarova and Bowes (2021) found that Instagram marketing activities were relevant to Generation Z impulse purchasing in the UK fashion industry, while their use of the Stimulus-Organism-Response framework demonstrates how advertisements, opinion leaders and user-generated content can operate as different stimuli. However, the study's focus on eight qualitative focus groups and impulse purchasing leaves room for quantitative investigation of broader purchase-related responses among Generation Z.
This distinction provides an important direction for the present study. Rather than treating Instagram as a single marketing activity, the research examines several forms of Instagram marketing and considers their relationship with attention, engagement, trust and purchase-related responses. This allows the study to examine whether Instagram's influence extends beyond impulse purchasing to broader consumer purchase decisions.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc241280527]Figure 1 Development of Social Media Marketing

[bookmark: _Toc241284963]2.3 Generation Z and Fashion Consumer Behaviour
Generation Z has received considerable attention in social media and consumer research because members of this generation have developed their consumer experiences within an environment characterised by smartphones, digital communication and social networking. However, treating Generation Z as a single homogeneous group presents conceptual limitations. Generational categories can provide useful demographic boundaries, but individuals within a generation may differ considerably in income, gender, lifestyle, fashion involvement, social relationships and patterns of technology use. Therefore, Generation Z should be treated as a relevant population for investigation rather than as a group whose behaviour can automatically be predicted from age alone.
This issue is particularly important when examining social media marketing. Generation Z consumers may use Instagram for different purposes and may not respond to fashion content in the same way. Research on Instagram Stories demonstrates that Generation Z and Millennials engage with Instagram for a combination of entertainment, exploration, social sharing, relationship building and other motivations (Lu and Lin, 2022). Similarly, research into fashion-related social media behaviour suggests that consumers can differ in how actively they search, share and consume fashion information. These findings support a more differentiated approach to Generation Z rather than assuming uniform consumer behaviour.
The fashion context makes this distinction particularly relevant. Fashion products can communicate identity and social belonging, meaning that consumers may use social media not only to obtain functional product information but also to observe trends, lifestyles and social norms. Siregar et al. (2023) found that Generation Z fashion consumers use social media for social relationships, entertainment and information as part of their wider fashion retail journey. Social media can therefore influence purchasing indirectly through inspiration, information search and social comparison.
However, the relationship between social media exposure and purchasing remains complex. A consumer may encounter fashion content while using Instagram for entertainment rather than actively searching for products. Conversely, another consumer may deliberately use Instagram to search for fashion inspiration or product information. This distinction is consistent with Uses and Gratifications Theory, which views media users as active participants who select media according to their needs rather than passive recipients of messages.
The present research therefore does not assume that all Generation Z consumers respond equally to Instagram marketing. Instead, it examines measurable differences in exposure, engagement, trust and purchase-related responses. This is particularly relevant because the primary findings include both high levels of attention and exposure and lower levels of active engagement. Such differences demonstrate why platform usage should not be treated as equivalent to commercial influence.
Generation Z's fashion behaviour is also influenced by social proof. Influencers, peers and other consumers can provide examples of how products are used or perceived. Djafarova and Bowes (2021) found that opinion leaders and user-generated content were among the Instagram stimuli associated with Generation Z fashion impulse purchasing in the UK. However, their findings were based on a qualitative sample and focused specifically on impulse purchasing. The present research therefore broadens the outcome by considering purchase decisions more generally, including purchase intention and reported purchasing.
Research also indicates that Generation Z consumers may value informative and credible influencer content. Herrando et al. (2022), using an experimental study involving Instagram users from Generations Y and Z, found that perceptions of infotainment and credibility increased the advertising value attributed to influencer posts, which subsequently influenced attitudes and purchase intentions. This supports the importance of examining credibility rather than measuring exposure alone.
The literature therefore supports the relevance of Generation Z to Instagram fashion research while also highlighting the need to avoid broad assumptions about the group. Differences in motivations, engagement and trust suggest that Instagram marketing should be examined through specific consumer responses rather than simply through generational membership.
[bookmark: _Toc241284964]2.4 Forms of Instagram Marketing and Consumer Responses
Instagram marketing includes several forms of communication that can expose consumers to fashion brands and products. The present study focuses particularly on influencer marketing, sponsored advertising, user-generated content and brand engagement. Although these activities operate on the same platform, they differ in their source, communication style and potential psychological effects. Examining them separately is therefore important for understanding how Instagram may contribute to consumer decision-making.
[bookmark: _Toc241284965]2.4.1 Influencer Marketing
Influencer marketing involves organisations collaborating with individuals who have established audiences and communicate with followers through social media content. Influencers differ from traditional celebrities because their relationships with audiences can develop through frequent and informal communication. Their content can combine product recommendations with entertainment, lifestyle information and personal experiences.
The effectiveness of influencer marketing appears to depend on more than audience size. Lou and Yuan (2019) found that the informative value of influencer content and perceived credibility contribute to consumer trust in branded social media content. This suggests that consumers may evaluate both the information contained in a recommendation and the characteristics of the person communicating it. Influencer marketing can therefore be particularly relevant to the present study's focus on credibility and trust.
De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders (2017) further demonstrated that the number of followers can influence perceptions of popularity and likeability, but their research also found that product-brand fit matters. Their findings indicate that a large following does not automatically guarantee positive brand outcomes, particularly when the promoted product is inconsistent with the influencer or the perceived uniqueness of the brand. This is important for fashion marketing because consumers may assess whether an influencer's personal style and identity fit the fashion product being promoted.
More recent experimental research also supports the importance of credibility. Herrando et al. (2022) examined Instagram influencer endorsement posts among Generations Y and Z and found that infotainment and credibility contributed to perceived advertising value, which was associated with advertising attitudes and purchase intentions. This provides further evidence that consumers may respond to influencer marketing when the content is perceived as both entertaining and credible.
The literature therefore suggests that influencer marketing can operate through information, entertainment, social influence and credibility. However, much of this literature focuses on attitudes or purchase intentions rather than completed purchases. This creates an important distinction for the present research. A consumer may consider an influencer's recommendation without ultimately buying the product. Factors such as price, product availability, personal preference and competing alternatives may intervene between intention and behaviour.
This distinction is reflected in the present research design, which measures both influencer perceptions and broader purchase-related responses. The study therefore does not assume that influencer credibility directly determines purchasing. Instead, credibility and trust are examined as factors that may contribute to how Generation Z consumers evaluate fashion-related Instagram content.
[bookmark: _Toc241284966]2.4.2 Sponsored Advertising
Sponsored advertising represents a more direct form of Instagram marketing because organisations pay to distribute promotional content to selected audiences. Instagram advertising can take several formats, including images, videos and other platform-based promotional content. The targeting capabilities of digital advertising allow brands to reach consumers according to characteristics and interests, potentially increasing the relevance of advertisements.
From an advertising perspective, sponsored content can contribute to attention and interest. However, its effectiveness depends on how consumers interpret the content. Stephen (2016) identifies digital advertising as an important component of consumer behaviour research, while the broader literature suggests that consumers respond differently depending on the perceived value and relevance of online promotional information. Therefore, exposure to an advertisement should not automatically be interpreted as persuasion.
Djafarova and Bowes (2021) identified advertisements as one type of Instagram stimulus associated with Generation Z impulse purchasing in the UK fashion industry. Their findings are relevant to the present research because they provide UK-specific evidence linking Instagram advertising with fashion-related consumer responses. However, the study focused on impulse purchasing and used qualitative focus groups. It therefore does not establish whether advertising is similarly associated with broader purchase decisions among a larger quantitative sample.
Advertising relevance is also important. Consumers may be more likely to process content that corresponds with their interests, needs or current search behaviour. However, excessive or repetitive promotional content may be ignored. The relationship between advertising exposure and consumer response is therefore not necessarily linear. This provides a rationale for examining both attention and purchase-related responses in the present study.
The literature also suggests that sponsored content should be considered in relation to transparency. Influencer advertising research demonstrates that consumers can recognise commercial relationships and still evaluate content positively when it provides value and credibility (Herrando et al., 2022). This is consistent with the present study's focus on disclosure and trust.
[bookmark: _Toc241284967]2.4.3 User-Generated Content and Electronic Word-of-Mouth
User-generated content (UGC) includes photographs, videos, reviews, comments and recommendations created by consumers rather than directly by brands. UGC is particularly relevant to fashion because it can demonstrate how products appear in everyday settings and how different individuals incorporate products into their personal styles.
UGC can reduce uncertainty by providing consumers with information from other users. It can also create social proof because consumers observe other people's experiences and reactions. However, the credibility of UGC cannot be assumed automatically. Ismagilova et al. (2020) found that source expertise, trustworthiness and homophily influence eWOM usefulness, credibility, information adoption and purchase intention. A separate review by Ismagilova et al. (2021) identifies content, communicator, context and consumer characteristics as important factors influencing eWOM credibility.
This indicates that consumers do not simply accept all peer-generated content as truthful. They assess the source, quality and relevance of the information. A positive review from a consumer perceived as similar or knowledgeable may be more influential than an anonymous or poorly supported comment. Therefore, UGC may influence purchasing through perceived credibility and usefulness rather than because consumer-generated information is inherently more trustworthy than advertising.
Djafarova and Bowes (2021) identified UGC as one of the Instagram stimuli associated with positive emotional responses and impulse purchasing among Generation Z participants in the UK fashion industry. However, their findings should be considered alongside wider eWOM research because UGC can contribute to different consumer outcomes depending on its credibility and information quality.
The present study therefore considers UGC within the broader relationship between Instagram marketing, credibility, trust and purchase decisions. This is important because consumers may use UGC to evaluate products but may not necessarily purchase them. The literature supports the need to distinguish information exposure and information adoption from completed purchasing behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc241284968]2.4.4 Brand Engagement
Brand engagement refers to consumers' behavioural and interactive involvement with brands. Instagram provides opportunities for engagement through likes, comments, shares, direct communication, Stories and other interactive features. These functions enable brands to move beyond one-way communication and develop ongoing relationships with consumers.
Koay et al. (2023) found relationships between social capital, brand identification, brand trust and purchase intention in the context of fashion brands on Instagram. Their findings indicate that social interaction can contribute to consumer relationships with brands and that trust and identification may help explain purchase intention. However, the study focused on small fashion brands and purchase intention rather than completed purchasing. This limits the extent to which its findings can be generalised to all fashion brands or interpreted as evidence of actual purchase behaviour.
Research on Instagram engagement also suggests that engagement has multiple motivations. Lu and Lin (2022) identified entertainment, exploration, social sharing, relationship building and perceived functionality among the motivations associated with Instagram Stories. This demonstrates why a like, comment or share should not automatically be interpreted as evidence of purchase motivation. A user may interact with fashion content because it is entertaining or socially relevant rather than because they intend to purchase the product.
This distinction is directly relevant to the present research. The study measures both attention and active engagement because these represent different levels of consumer response. Examining engagement alongside trust and purchase intention provides a more comprehensive understanding of how Instagram marketing may relate to consumer behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc241284969]2.5 Consumer Trust, Credibility and Relevance
Trust is a central concept in digital consumer behaviour because consumers often make decisions without physically examining products or directly verifying information. In online environments, consumers must evaluate whether brands, influencers and other users provide information that can be relied upon. Trust can therefore reduce uncertainty and perceived risk within the purchasing process.
Koay et al. (2023) found that trust in Instagram-related content was associated with purchase and post-purchase behaviours among young adult consumers. Their research also identified relationships between brand trust, social bonding and purchase intention. These findings suggest that trust can operate as an explanatory mechanism through which social interaction and brand relationships contribute to purchase-related outcomes.
Credibility is closely related to trust but represents a distinct concept. Credibility concerns whether an information source is perceived as believable, knowledgeable and reliable, whereas trust refers more broadly to the willingness to rely on the source. Lou and Yuan (2019) demonstrate that influencer credibility and message value can contribute to trust in branded social media content. Similarly, Ismagilova et al. (2020) found that expertise, trustworthiness and homophily influence eWOM credibility and usefulness.
The distinction between credibility and trust is important for Instagram fashion marketing. A consumer may find an influencer entertaining without considering the influencer highly credible. Likewise, a consumer may trust a fashion brand while remaining sceptical about a particular advertising claim. Measuring these concepts separately therefore provides a more detailed understanding of consumer responses.
Transparency can also influence trust. Herrando et al. (2022) found that Instagram users could perceive influencer advertising as valuable when the content was credible and entertaining. Their research also indicates that followers may already expect influencers to publish advertising-related content. This challenges a simplistic assumption that commercial content will necessarily damage consumer responses. Instead, the perceived value and credibility of the content may be more important than the existence of commercial intent alone.
Relevance represents another important factor. Digital platforms can present consumers with content that corresponds with their interests and previous online behaviour. Relevant fashion content may therefore attract attention because it appears personally meaningful or useful. However, relevance does not necessarily guarantee purchase. Consumers may appreciate personalised content while still rejecting a product because of price, quality, availability or personal preference.
The literature therefore supports examining relevance alongside credibility, trust and engagement rather than treating relevance as an independent guarantee of purchasing. This is particularly appropriate for the present study because respondents may notice fashion advertisements frequently without actively engaging with every piece of content. Understanding the difference between attention and subsequent response is therefore essential.
[bookmark: _Toc241284970]2.6 Social Proof, Electronic Word-of-Mouth and Consumer Decision-Making
Social proof provides another explanation for how Instagram may influence fashion-related consumer decisions. The concept refers broadly to situations in which individuals use the behaviour, opinions or experiences of others as information when making decisions. On Instagram, social proof can be visible through influencer recommendations, consumer photographs, comments, reviews, likes and shares.
Social proof is particularly relevant to fashion because consumers often seek information about how products are worn, styled and perceived by others. An influencer wearing a product can provide a social reference point, while UGC can demonstrate how the same product appears in everyday use. Djafarova and Bowes (2021) provide UK-specific evidence that opinion leaders and UGC can operate as Instagram stimuli associated with Generation Z fashion purchasing.
However, social proof should not be reduced to popularity measures such as follower numbers or likes. De Veirman, Cauberghe and Hudders (2017) found that high follower numbers could increase perceptions of influencer popularity and likeability, but the relationship between follower numbers and opinion leadership was conditional. Their findings also demonstrate the importance of product-brand fit. This suggests that visible popularity may attract attention but does not automatically establish credibility or purchase influence.
The eWOM literature strengthens this interpretation. Ismagilova et al. (2020) found that source expertise, trustworthiness and homophily contribute to eWOM usefulness, credibility, information adoption and purchase-related outcomes. Therefore, consumers do not simply rely on the existence of online opinions; they evaluate the characteristics of the source and information.
This provides an important connection between social proof, credibility and trust. A high number of comments may create awareness, but consumers may still examine whether those comments are believable. Similarly, an influencer with a large following may attract attention, but consumers may consider whether the influencer is knowledgeable and whether the recommendation is relevant to their own needs.
The Consumer Decision-Making Process therefore provides a useful complementary perspective. Instagram can contribute to awareness and information search, while social proof and eWOM can contribute to evaluation. Consumers may then compare alternatives before deciding whether to purchase. The process may continue after purchase through reviews and post-purchase communication.
This perspective also helps explain why engagement should not automatically be interpreted as purchasing. A consumer can like or comment on fashion content for entertainment or social reasons while having no intention to buy. Conversely, another consumer may quietly use Instagram to search for information and later purchase without publicly interacting with the brand. The literature therefore supports measuring both visible engagement and less visible purchase-related responses.
[bookmark: _Toc241284971]2.7 Theoretical Perspectives Underpinning the Study
Three theoretical perspectives provide the main conceptual foundations for the research: the Stimulus-Organism-Response model, the AIDA model and Uses and Gratifications Theory. Each provides a different explanation of consumer responses to Instagram marketing. Their usefulness therefore depends on the specific aspect of consumer behaviour being examined.
[bookmark: _Toc241284972]2.7.1 Stimulus-Organism-Response Model
The Stimulus-Organism-Response (S-O-R) model originates from environmental psychology and is associated with Mehrabian and Russell (1974). The model proposes that environmental stimuli can influence an individual's internal psychological state, which can subsequently produce behavioural responses. The original work conceptualised environmental effects through emotional responses including pleasure, arousal and dominance.
The model has been applied to social media marketing because it provides a framework for separating external marketing stimuli from internal consumer responses. In the context of Instagram, advertisements, influencer posts and UGC can be considered stimuli, while perceptions such as trust, credibility, relevance and emotional response represent aspects of the organism. Purchase intention or purchasing behaviour can then be considered potential responses.
Djafarova and Bowes (2021) explicitly applied the S-O-R framework to Instagram and Generation Z fashion purchasing in the UK. Their study conceptualised advertisements, opinion leaders and UGC as stimuli that could generate positive emotional responses and contribute to impulse purchases. This provides a strong theoretical connection between S-O-R and the present research.
The strength of S-O-R for the present study is that it prevents marketing exposure from being treated as an automatic cause of behaviour. Consumers interpret marketing stimuli before responding. This fits the focus on credibility, trust, engagement and relevance because these factors can shape how consumers interpret Instagram content.
However, S-O-R also has limitations. The model can appear to imply a relatively direct relationship between stimulus, internal response and behaviour, while consumer purchasing is affected by numerous external factors. Price, income, product availability, brand reputation and individual preferences can influence purchasing independently of Instagram. Furthermore, the present research uses a cross-sectional questionnaire and therefore identifies reported patterns and relationships rather than experimental causal effects.
S-O-R is therefore most useful as a conceptual foundation for distinguishing Instagram marketing activities from consumer responses rather than as a claim that Instagram directly causes purchasing.
[bookmark: _Toc241284973]2.7.2 AIDA Model
The AIDA model provides a traditional framework for explaining advertising responses through attention, interest, desire and action. The model's basic proposition is that marketing communication must first capture attention before generating further psychological and behavioural responses. This is particularly relevant to Instagram because fashion brands compete for attention within a highly visual and continuously changing digital environment.
The model helps explain why attention is an important outcome in the present study. Fashion advertisements and visual content must first be noticed before consumers can process their information. However, attention alone does not establish purchase influence. A consumer may notice an advertisement without becoming interested in the product, while another may develop interest but not proceed to purchase.
The model's linear structure is therefore a limitation when applied to Instagram. Digital consumers can move repeatedly between information search, evaluation, social interaction and purchasing. Stephen (2016) highlights the complex role of digital environments in consumer decision-making, while Instagram-specific research demonstrates that consumers can engage with content for entertainment, exploration and social purposes (Lu and Lin, 2022).
AIDA should consequently be treated as a useful conceptual lens rather than a complete explanation of Instagram behaviour. In the present research, attention and interest are considered important stages, but engagement, credibility, trust and purchase intention are also examined because the consumer journey may not follow a fixed sequence.
[bookmark: _Toc241284974]2.7.3 Uses and Gratifications Theory
Uses and Gratifications Theory (UGT) views media consumers as active users who select media to satisfy particular needs. Rather than assuming that audiences passively receive marketing communication, the theory considers motivations such as entertainment, information, social interaction and self-expression.
UGT is highly relevant to Instagram because users generally access the platform for multiple purposes. Lu and Lin (2022), examining Generation Z and Millennials, identified exploration, entertainment, social sharing, relationship building, self-enhancement, novelty and perceived functionality among the gratifications associated with Instagram Stories. Their findings demonstrate that engagement with Instagram can occur for social and psychological reasons beyond commercial consumption.
This is also relevant to influencer marketing. Herrando et al. (2022) applied UGT in their experimental examination of Instagram influencer endorsement posts and found that infotainment and credibility contributed to perceived advertising value and purchase intentions among Generations Y and Z. This suggests that consumers may respond more positively when commercial content satisfies both informational and entertainment needs.
UGT therefore helps explain why Generation Z consumers may encounter fashion marketing without actively seeking to purchase. One consumer may use Instagram primarily for entertainment and encounter fashion content incidentally, while another may deliberately search for fashion inspiration. These different motivations can influence how marketing content is interpreted.
The main limitation of UGT for the present research is that it focuses primarily on media use and gratification rather than directly explaining purchase behaviour. It therefore cannot fully explain how Instagram exposure develops into a purchase decision. For this reason, UGT is more useful when combined with S-O-R and AIDA. It explains why consumers use Instagram and engage with content, while the other perspectives help explain how marketing stimuli and consumer responses may relate to purchase-related outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc241284975]2.7.4 Critical Comparison of the Theories
The three theoretical perspectives provide complementary explanations rather than identical accounts of Instagram consumer behaviour. S-O-R focuses on the relationship between external stimuli, internal consumer responses and behaviour. AIDA focuses on the progression from attention towards action, while UGT emphasises consumers' active motivations for using media.
The literature supports using the theories together because each addresses a different aspect of the research problem. S-O-R is particularly useful for understanding how Instagram marketing activities such as advertisements, influencer content and UGC can be interpreted by consumers before purchase-related responses occur. AIDA provides a framework for understanding why attention and interest are relevant, while UGT explains why consumers may engage with Instagram in the first place.
At the same time, each theory has limitations. AIDA's linear structure does not fully represent the repeated searching, comparing and interacting that occurs on social media. UGT explains media motivations but is less directly concerned with purchase decisions. S-O-R provides a useful stimulus-response structure but may oversimplify consumer behaviour if external factors are ignored. The literature therefore supports using the theories as complementary conceptual lenses rather than assuming that any single model fully explains Instagram purchasing.
The combined theoretical perspective is consistent with the empirical literature. Instagram marketing can provide stimuli through advertising, influencer recommendations, UGC and brand communication. Consumers then interpret these stimuli according to their motivations, perceptions of credibility, trust and relevance. Attention and interest may develop, while engagement and information search can contribute to evaluation. Purchase intention or actual purchasing may subsequently occur, although other personal and situational factors can also affect the final decision.
This combined approach directly supports the variables examined in the present study. Exposure and attention relate to the initial marketing stimulus and AIDA's attention stage; engagement reflects consumers' active responses; influencer credibility and trust represent important aspects of internal evaluation; and purchase intention and reported purchasing represent purchase-related outcomes. The framework therefore avoids treating Instagram marketing as a single direct cause of consumer behaviour.
The empirical findings reviewed throughout this chapter also indicate why a broader approach is necessary. Djafarova and Bowes (2021) demonstrate the relevance of Instagram advertising, opinion leaders and UGC to Generation Z fashion purchasing in the UK, but their study focuses on impulse purchasing and uses qualitative focus groups. Lou and Yuan (2019) and Herrando et al. (2022) emphasise credibility, information value and advertising value, but their outcomes focus strongly on trust, attitudes or purchase intentions. Koay et al. (2023) connect Instagram-related social factors, trust and purchase intention in fashion contexts, while eWOM research demonstrates the importance of source characteristics and information credibility.
Taken together, these studies establish a strong foundation for understanding Instagram marketing but also demonstrate why the relationship between exposure and purchase decisions should not be treated as straightforward. Different forms of marketing may operate through different mechanisms, and consumers may respond according to their motivations, perceptions and social environments.
The present research therefore brings these strands together within a specific population and context: Generation Z consumers using Instagram in the UK fashion industry. It examines Instagram marketing through four related forms—sponsored advertising, influencer marketing, UGC and brand engagement—and considers how these activities relate to attention, engagement, credibility, trust, relevance, purchase intention and reported purchasing.
This approach also reflects the limitations identified in the literature. Existing studies provide evidence from qualitative research, experimental research, surveys and meta-analyses, but they do not necessarily examine all of these variables together within the same UK Generation Z fashion context. The present study therefore does not claim that Instagram is the sole determinant of consumer purchasing. Instead, it investigates how Instagram marketing is associated with several stages and dimensions of consumer response.
The literature ultimately supports a view of Instagram as a broader consumer environment rather than simply an advertising platform. Consumers can encounter promotional content, seek information, evaluate peer experiences, interact with brands and influencers, and develop purchase intentions within the same digital environment. The combination of S-O-R, AIDA and UGT provides a theoretical basis for examining these processes while recognising that consumer purchase decisions remain influenced by factors beyond Instagram marketing.
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[bookmark: _Toc241280528]Figure 2 Conceptual Framework: Instagram Marketing and Purchase Decision





[bookmark: _Toc241284976]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc241284977]3.1 Aims and Objectives
The aim and objectives of this research are to:
Identify the key forms of Instagram marketing used by fashion brands to engage Generation Z consumers in the UK.
Examine the influence of Instagram marketing activities on the purchase decisions of Generation Z consumers within the UK fashion industry.
Evaluate the role of perceived credibility, trust, engagement and relevance in shaping Generation Z consumers’ responses to Instagram marketing.
Develop recommendations for UK fashion brands concerning the effective use of Instagram marketing to engage Generation Z consumers and support purchase-related outcomes.
[bookmark: _Toc241284978]3.2 Research Rationale
The rationale for this research is linked to the increasing importance of social media within contemporary marketing and consumer behaviour. Digital and social media have changed how consumers discover, evaluate and communicate about products, while providing organisations with opportunities to interact with consumers through different forms of online content (Stephen, 2016). Instagram is particularly relevant to the fashion industry because of its visual characteristics and the ability of brands, influencers and consumers to share product-related content.
Previous research demonstrates the relevance of Instagram to younger consumers and fashion purchasing behaviour. Djafarova and Bowes (2021), for example, examined Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry and found that Instagram advertisements, opinion leaders and user-generated content could influence impulse purchasing. This provides a basis for examining different forms of Instagram marketing rather than treating Instagram as a single promotional channel.
Influencer marketing is also relevant because consumers may use information provided by influencers when evaluating products and brands. Lou and Yuan (2019) found that the value of social media content and influencer credibility can influence consumers’ trust in branded content. Similarly, research concerning source credibility indicates that characteristics of information sources can affect consumer responses to online information (Ismagilova et al., 2020).
User-generated content and electronic word-of-mouth are further relevant because consumers can encounter reviews, recommendations and other consumer-generated information through social media. Ismagilova et al. (2020) identified a relationship between electronic word-of-mouth communications and purchase intention, while Ismagilova et al. (2021) highlighted the importance of credibility when consumers evaluate electronic word-of-mouth information.
The research therefore seeks to contribute further empirical evidence concerning Instagram marketing and purchase-related responses among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry. Particular attention is given to influencer marketing, sponsored advertising, user-generated content and brand engagement, together with perceived credibility, trust and relevance. Examining these areas within one defined context provides a basis for understanding how Generation Z consumers respond to Instagram marketing in the UK fashion industry.
[bookmark: _Toc241284979]3.3 Research Design
Research design provides a framework for determining how a research problem will be investigated and how appropriate information will be collected and analysed to address the research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). For this research, a case study design was adopted to examine Generation Z consumers and their responses to Instagram marketing within the UK fashion industry.
A case study enables a particular phenomenon to be examined within its specific context (Yin, 2018). The context for this research is the relationship between Instagram marketing and the reported purchase-related responses of Generation Z consumers within the UK fashion industry. The defined context allows the research to consider Instagram marketing through sponsored advertising, influencer marketing, user-generated content and brand engagement.
The research seeks to contribute to understanding how Generation Z consumers experience different forms of Instagram marketing and how these experiences relate to purchase-related responses. The study therefore focuses on the concepts identified within the literature review, including credibility, trust, engagement and relevance. This provides a clear connection between the research objectives, the research instrument and the subsequent analysis.
A cross-sectional approach was used because information was collected from participants during a particular period. Cross-sectional research provides a snapshot of participants’ experiences and perceptions at a specific point in time (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This approach was appropriate for the study because the research seeks to identify patterns and relationships within participants’ responses rather than establish direct causation.
The questionnaire was developed around the research objectives and the concepts established through the literature review. This enabled participants’ responses to be organised around the key areas of Instagram marketing and consumer purchase-related responses. The research design therefore provides a focused framework through which empirical evidence can be collected from Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry.
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[bookmark: _Toc241280529]Figure 3 Research Onion Framework

[bookmark: _Toc241284980]3.4 Research Philosophy and Paradigm
Research philosophy concerns the assumptions that influence how knowledge is understood and how research should be conducted (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). A positivist philosophy was adopted for this research because the study examines defined concepts through structured data collection and seeks to identify patterns and relationships within participants’ responses.
Positivism is associated with systematic observation and the examination of evidence that can be measured and analysed (Creswell and Creswell, 2018). Kivunja and Kuyini (2017) explain that a research paradigm provides a framework for understanding knowledge and determining suitable approaches to research. The positivist position is therefore consistent with the structured nature of the present study.
The research examines Instagram marketing, influencer marketing, consumer engagement, credibility, trust, relevance and purchase intention. These concepts were represented through structured questionnaire items, allowing participants to respond to common questions and enabling responses to be compared systematically. This approach is consistent with the objective of identifying patterns across the participant group.
Alternative philosophical approaches were considered. Interpretivism places greater emphasis on individual meanings and experiences, while pragmatism allows researchers to combine approaches according to the research problem (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). However, the present research focuses on identifying patterns across participants rather than obtaining detailed individual interpretations of their experiences.
The choice of positivism is therefore aligned with the research objectives, design and data collection approach. Standardised questions provide a consistent basis for examining participants’ reported experiences of Instagram marketing and purchase-related responses, while the limitations associated with the sample and research design are recognised when interpreting the findings.
[bookmark: _Toc241284981]3.5 Data Collection
The primary data collected through the questionnaire were organised and analysed systematically to identify patterns relevant to the research objectives. Data analysis involves organising, summarising and interpreting collected information to support meaningful findings (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The collected responses were first checked for eligibility and completeness before being organised and coded for analysis. This helped to maintain consistency and reduce errors during the interpretation of the data (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
Descriptive statistics were used to analyse the questionnaire responses. Frequencies and percentages were used to summarise categorical information, including age, gender and Instagram usage. Mean scores and standard deviations were used for relevant Likert-scale statements relating to Instagram marketing, consumer engagement, influencer marketing, trust and purchase intention. Descriptive statistics provide an appropriate approach for summarising patterns within collected data (Bryman, 2016; Pallant, 2020).
The analysis was structured around the research objectives. Responses relating to influencer marketing, sponsored advertising, user-generated content and brand engagement were examined alongside perceptions of credibility, trust, engagement and relevance. Purchase-related responses were also considered to identify patterns in participants’ reported experiences.
The findings were interpreted alongside the literature reviewed in Chapter 2 to identify areas of similarity and difference with previous research. However, no inferential statistical tests were undertaken. Therefore, the findings are presented as descriptive patterns within the sample and are not interpreted as evidence of causal relationships or statistical generalisation (Creswell and Creswell, 2018; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc241284982]3.6 Population and Sample
When developing a methodology, it is important to identify an appropriate population and sample because sampling decisions influence the relevance and credibility of the findings (Bartlett, Kotrlik and Higgins, 2001). Researchers must determine the population to which the research relates and whether a sample or the entire population can be studied (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). For this research, the target population comprised adult Generation Z consumers living in the UK who use Instagram and have exposure to fashion-related content or marketing.
The eligibility criteria were established to ensure that participants were relevant to the research objectives. Participants were required to be aged between 18 and 25 years, currently living in the UK and using Instagram. These criteria provided a defined sampling framework consistent with the focus of the research on Generation Z consumers and Instagram marketing within the UK fashion industry.
Purposive non-probability sampling was used because participants were selected according to characteristics relevant to the research. Non-probability sampling can be appropriate when researchers require participants who meet specific characteristics connected to the research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). In this study, the required characteristics were age, UK residence and Instagram use.
A total of 112 valid responses were obtained and included in the analysis. Responses that did not meet the eligibility requirements were not included in the final dataset. The use of a defined eligibility framework helped ensure that the collected responses were relevant to the research question.
The sample should not, however, be interpreted as statistically representative of all Generation Z Instagram users in the UK. Because purposive non-probability sampling does not provide every member of the wider population with a known probability of selection, the findings primarily reflect the experiences and perceptions of the participants who took part (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc241284983]3.8 Reliability and Validity
Reliability and validity are important considerations in research because they contribute to the consistency and credibility of the research process and findings. Reliability concerns the consistency of measurement, while validity considers whether the research approach and instrument appropriately address what the study intends to investigate (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). Appropriate methodological decisions are therefore important in supporting credible research (Biggam, 2021).
Reliability was supported through the use of a structured questionnaire and consistent administration procedures. Participants received the same core questions and response options, reducing unnecessary variation in the collection of information. Standardised procedures can contribute to consistency within a research dataset (Bryman, 2016).
Validity was considered through the alignment between the research objectives, questionnaire items and analysis. The questionnaire addressed Instagram marketing, influencer marketing, consumer engagement, credibility, trust, relevance and purchase intention. This alignment helped ensure that the information collected remained relevant to the research problem and objectives.
The questionnaire was also informed by concepts established in previous research. Influencer credibility and information value have been examined by Lou and Yuan (2019), while research concerning source credibility and electronic word-of-mouth provides support for examining credibility and trust in relation to online information (Ismagilova et al., 2020; Ismagilova et al., 2021). Using established concepts provided a theoretical basis for the questionnaire.
Potential limitations to reliability and validity were also recognised. The research relied on self-reported information, which can be affected by recall difficulties, personal interpretation and response bias (Bryman, 2016). These factors were therefore considered when interpreting the findings.
Overall, reliability and validity were supported through structured data collection, consistent proce18-25dures, alignment with the research objectives, use of concepts informed by previous research and consideration of the limitations associated with self-reported responses.
[bookmark: _Toc241284984]3.9 Limitations of the Research
A number of limitations were identified in relation to the methodological approach adopted in this research. Recognising methodological limitations is important because research findings need to be interpreted within the context in which the data were collected and the methods used (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
Firstly, the cross-sectional nature of the research means that the data represent participants’ responses during a particular period. Social media platforms, marketing practices and consumer preferences can change over time, meaning that the findings may not reflect future developments in Instagram marketing or consumer behaviour (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
A further limitation concerns the use of self-reported questionnaire data. Participants reported their Instagram usage, perceptions of marketing content and purchase-related responses. Such information may be affected by recall difficulties, personal interpretation or response bias, meaning that reported behaviour may not always correspond precisely with actual behaviour (Bryman, 2016).
The use of purposive non-probability sampling also limits the generalisability of the findings. Although participants were selected according to characteristics relevant to the research objectives, non-probability sampling does not give every member of the wider population a known probability of selection (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The 112 responses therefore represent the participants who took part rather than providing statistical representation of all Generation Z Instagram users in the UK.
Another limitation is the exclusive focus on Instagram. Generation Z consumers use multiple social media platforms, and responses to marketing may vary according to platform characteristics and marketing practices. Consequently, the findings cannot establish whether the identified patterns would be similar on other platforms. The changing nature of digital and social media is an important consideration when examining social media marketing (Stephen, 2016).
The research is also restricted to the UK fashion industry. This provides a clearly defined context for the research but limits the extent to which the findings can be transferred to other industries. Fashion is a highly visual product category, and consumer responses may differ from those associated with other product categories.
Finally, the structured questionnaire provides less opportunity to explore the personal meanings and reasons underlying participants’ responses than qualitative approaches such as interviews. Questionnaires can identify patterns across participants, whereas qualitative approaches may provide greater depth concerning individual experiences and interpretations (Creswell and Creswell, 2018).
These limitations establish the boundaries within which the findings should be interpreted. The research provides evidence concerning the reported experiences and perceptions of the 112 participants within the defined UK Generation Z, Instagram and fashion context rather than definitive conclusions concerning all Generation Z consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc241284985]3.10 Research Ethics
When undertaking research involving human participants, it is essential that ethical considerations are addressed throughout the research process. Ethical research requires consideration of participants’ rights, dignity, privacy and welfare, as well as the integrity of the research process (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018). The British Educational Research Association (BERA, 2018) also identifies informed consent, voluntary participation, confidentiality and respectful treatment as important principles of ethical research. Ethical considerations were therefore incorporated throughout this study.
Informed consent was a principal consideration. Participants were provided with information about the purpose and nature of the research before completing the questionnaire and were informed that participation was voluntary. Participants were not required to take part and could discontinue their participation in accordance with the information provided. Informed consent is important because participants should understand the nature and purpose of research before agreeing to participate (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018; BERA, 2018).
The researcher also sought to minimise unnecessary intrusion into participants’ privacy. Questions were designed around the research objectives, and information that was not relevant to the study was not intentionally requested. Demographic information was limited to information required to describe the sample and provide relevant research context. Researchers should consider the sensitivity and potential intrusiveness of questions and respect participants’ rights throughout the research process (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
Confidentiality and anonymity were considered during data collection and reporting. Participants were not identified by name within the dissertation, and findings were presented in aggregated form. This reduced the possibility of individual participants being identified through the reported findings. Protecting participant identities is an important responsibility when conducting research involving human participants (BERA, 2018).
Data protection and information security were also considered. Questionnaire data were stored securely and accessed for legitimate research purposes. Information was not intentionally shared with unauthorised individuals and was handled in accordance with applicable university requirements. Protecting participants’ personal information is an important part of responsible research practice (Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
Participation did not involve deception. The purpose of the research and the nature of participation were communicated clearly before questionnaire completion. Transparency allows participants to make an informed decision about whether to participate (BERA, 2018). The research also avoided collecting information that was unnecessary for addressing the research objectives.
Ethical considerations extended to the analysis and reporting of findings. The researcher sought to represent participants’ responses accurately and avoid selectively presenting information to support predetermined expectations. Responses that differed from assumptions or previous literature were not intentionally excluded. Researchers have a responsibility to maintain integrity in the interpretation and presentation of research evidence (BERA, 2018; Cohen, Manion and Morrison, 2018).
Finally, relationships identified within the data were not presented as evidence of causation. Findings were reported within the methodological limitations of the study, and participants’ responses were not manipulated to produce predetermined conclusions. Transparent reporting and accurate interpretation are important elements of research integrity (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).


[bookmark: _Toc241284986]4.  Findings
[bookmark: _Toc241284987]4.1 Introduction
This chapter presents, analyses and interprets the findings obtained from the primary quantitative research undertaken to investigate the influence of Instagram marketing on consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry. The analysis is based on 112 valid questionnaire responses from Generation Z Instagram users in the UK. The chapter first establishes the demographic profile of the respondents before examining their Instagram usage and exposure to fashion-related content. It then considers respondents’ perceptions of Instagram marketing, including advertising, consumer engagement and influencer marketing, with particular attention to credibility and trust. The chapter subsequently examines purchase intention and descriptive statistics before considering relevant relationships between the variables.
The findings are interpreted in relation to the research objectives and the literature and theoretical perspectives established in Chapter 2. Rather than presenting the questionnaire results as isolated descriptive statistics, the analysis considers how the primary findings correspond with, extend or differ from previous research on Instagram marketing, influencer credibility, consumer trust and purchase behaviour. Particular attention is given to the AIDA model, the Consumer Decision-Making Process and Social Proof Theory. The chapter also distinguishes between exposure, attention, engagement, purchase intention and reported purchasing behaviour, as these outcomes are not necessarily equivalent. The chapter concludes by bringing the findings together in relation to the research objectives and the overall research focus.
[bookmark: _Toc241284988]4.2 Respondent Profile
This section establishes the demographic characteristics of the 112 respondents who participated in the questionnaire. Understanding the composition of the sample is important because the research specifically focuses on Generation Z consumers in the UK. The age and gender profile therefore provides context for interpreting the findings presented in the subsequent sections.
Table 4.1: Demographic Profile of Respondents
	Variable
	Category
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	Age
	18–20 years
	36
	32.1

	
	21–23 years
	48
	42.9

	
	24–25 years
	28
	25.0

	
	Total
	112
	100.0

	Gender
	Female
	68
	60.7

	
	Male
	41
	36.6

	
	Other/Prefer not to say
	3
	2.7

	
	Total
	112
	100.0


[bookmark: _Toc241280073]Table 1 Demographic Profile of Respondents


The largest age group was 21–23 years, representing 42.9% of respondents, followed by respondents aged 18–20 years at 32.1% and those aged 24–25 years at 25.0%. Females represented 60.7% of the sample, while males represented 36.6% and 2.7% selected another option or preferred not to say.
The sample therefore provides responses across the selected Generation Z age range. However, the gender distribution is not equal, and this should be considered when interpreting the findings. As the study uses a non-probability sample, the results cannot be assumed to represent the entire UK Generation Z population.
[bookmark: _Toc241284989]4.3 Instagram Usage and Fashion Content Exposure
This section examines respondents’ use of Instagram and their exposure to fashion-related content. Establishing the frequency with which respondents use Instagram and encounter fashion content provides important context for interpreting the subsequent findings concerning Instagram marketing and purchasing behaviour. The section considers general Instagram usage, exposure to fashion content and whether respondents reported purchasing fashion products after encountering them on Instagram.
Table 4.2: Frequency of Instagram Use
	Frequency
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	Several times a day
	71
	63.4

	Once a day
	25
	22.3

	Several times a week
	12
	10.7

	Once a week
	3
	2.7

	Less often
	1
	0.9

	Total
	112
	100.0


[bookmark: _Toc241280074]Table 2 Frequency of Instagram use

Instagram usage was high among respondents. Sixty-three-point-four per cent used Instagram several times a day and a further 22.3% used it once a day. Overall, 75.7% therefore accessed Instagram at least daily.
This high frequency of use creates repeated opportunities for respondents to encounter fashion advertisements, influencers and brand content. This finding is consistent with the literature discussed in Chapter 2, which identifies social media as an important environment for contemporary consumer behaviour (Stephen, 2016; Tuten and Solomon, 2023). However, frequency of use does not itself demonstrate marketing effectiveness. Instagram may also be used for entertainment, communication and information, meaning that frequent platform use should not automatically be interpreted as evidence of purchasing influence.
Table 4.3: Exposure to Fashion Content
	Frequency of Exposure
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	Very frequently
	38
	33.9

	Frequently
	42
	37.5

	Sometimes
	24
	21.4

	Rarely
	6
	5.4

	Never
	2
	1.8

	Total
	112
	100.0



[bookmark: _Toc241280075]Table 3 Exposure to Fashion Content

Fashion content was frequently encountered by the sample. Eighty respondents (71.4%) reported seeing fashion-related content frequently or very frequently, while only 7.2% encountered it rarely or never.
The finding demonstrates that respondents regularly operate within the digital marketing environment examined by this study. This supports previous research identifying Instagram and social media as relevant environments for fashion discovery and consumer behaviour (Djafarova and Bowes, 2021; Koay et al., 2023). However, exposure should be distinguished from influence. Seeing fashion content does not necessarily mean that a consumer trusts the content, engages with it or purchases the product.
Table 4.4: Fashion Purchase Following Instagram Exposure
	Response
	Frequency (n)
	Percentage (%)

	Yes
	73
	65.2

	No
	39
	34.8

	Total
	112
	100.0


[bookmark: _Toc241280076]Table 4 Fashion Purchase Following Instrgram Exposure

A total of 73 respondents (65.2%) reported purchasing a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram. This provides evidence that Instagram forms part of the purchasing environment for a substantial proportion of respondents.
Nevertheless, this finding should not be interpreted as evidence of direct causality. Other factors, including price, product quality, brand reputation, personal preferences and individual purchasing circumstances, may also have contributed to the purchase. Therefore, the result indicates an association between Instagram exposure and reported purchasing rather than demonstrating that Instagram independently caused the purchasing decision.
[bookmark: _Toc241284990]4.4 Instagram Marketing and Consumer Engagement
This section examines how respondents respond to fashion-related marketing content on Instagram. It focuses on attention towards fashion content, recognition of advertisements, active engagement with brand posts and whether Instagram encourages respondents to explore fashion brands or products. These findings are particularly relevant to the AIDA model because they provide evidence concerning the early stages of attention and interest.
Table 4.5: Instagram Marketing and Consumer Engagement
	Statement
	Strongly Disagree n (%)
	Disagree n (%)
	Neutral n (%)
	Agree n (%)
	Strongly Agree n (%)

	I regularly notice fashion advertisements on Instagram.
	4 (3.6)
	9 (8.0)
	18 (16.1)
	49 (43.8)
	32 (28.6)

	Fashion content on Instagram attracts my attention.
	3 (2.7)
	8 (7.1)
	16 (14.3)
	50 (44.6)
	35 (31.3)

	I engage with fashion brands' posts on Instagram.
	7 (6.3)
	15 (13.4)
	25 (22.3)
	43 (38.4)
	22 (19.6)

	I like, comment on or share fashion-related content.
	9 (8.0)
	18 (16.1)
	27 (24.1)
	39 (34.8)
	19 (17.0)

	Instagram encourages me to explore fashion brands/products.
	5 (4.5)
	10 (8.9)
	20 (17.9)
	47 (42.0)
	30 (26.8)


[bookmark: _Toc241280077]Table 5 Instragram Marketing and Consumer Engagement

Fashion content attracted the attention of 75.9% of respondents who agreed or strongly agreed with this statement. Similarly, 72.4% reported regularly noticing fashion advertisements. These findings support the attention stage of the AIDA model, suggesting that Instagram's visual environment can expose consumers to fashion products effectively.
However, active engagement was lower. Only 58.0% agreed or strongly agreed that they engaged with fashion brands' posts, while 51.8% reported liking, commenting on or sharing fashion-related content. This difference is important because it demonstrates that attention does not automatically become active engagement.
The findings therefore support the view that Instagram can perform an important awareness and attention function, but they also indicate that visibility alone may not produce deeper consumer involvement. This is consistent with the broader digital marketing literature, which suggests that consumers can encounter marketing communications without necessarily interacting directly with them (Stephen, 2016; Tuten and Solomon, 2023).
A further 68.8% agreed or strongly agreed that Instagram encouraged them to explore fashion brands or products. This finding is relevant to the Consumer Decision-Making Process discussed in Chapter 2. Consumers may encounter a product through Instagram and subsequently explore the brand, search for further information or evaluate alternatives before making a purchase.
The findings therefore suggest that Instagram may operate across several stages of the consumer journey. A consumer can initially notice a fashion advertisement, develop interest in the product and then explore the brand without necessarily engaging publicly through likes or comments. Consequently, visible engagement metrics should not be treated as the only indicator of marketing influence.
[bookmark: _Toc241284991]4.5 Influencer Marketing, Credibility and Trust
This section examines respondents’ perceptions of fashion influencers, with particular attention to usefulness, honesty, sponsorship disclosure and influencer credibility. These factors are important because previous research has identified credibility, informative value and trust as factors that can influence responses to influencer-generated marketing content (Lou and Yuan, 2019; Reinikainen et al., 2020).
Table 4.6: Influencer Marketing and Consumer Trust

	Statement
	Strongly Disagree n (%)
	Disagree n (%)
	Neutral n (%)
	Agree n (%)
	Strongly Agree n (%)

	I trust fashion influencers who provide honest product reviews.
	4 (3.6)
	8 (7.1)
	18 (16.1)
	48 (42.9)
	34 (30.4)

	I consider influencers' recommendations when choosing fashion products.
	6 (5.4)
	11 (9.8)
	20 (17.9)
	46 (41.1)
	29 (25.9)

	Influencers provide useful information about fashion products.
	3 (2.7)
	7 (6.3)
	15 (13.4)
	51 (45.5)
	36 (32.1)

	I am more likely to trust an influencer who discloses sponsored content.
	5 (4.5)
	9 (8.0)
	19 (17.0)
	45 (40.2)
	34 (30.4)

	Influencer credibility affects my perception of a fashion brand.
	6 (5.4)
	10 (8.9)
	22 (19.6)
	45 (40.2)
	29 (25.9)


[bookmark: _Toc241280078]Table 6 Influencer Marketing and Consumer Trust
Influencer marketing produced generally positive responses. Eighty-seven respondents (77.6%) agreed or strongly agreed that influencers could provide useful information about fashion products. In addition, 73.2% agreed or strongly agreed that they trusted influencers who provided honest product reviews.
These findings broadly support Lou and Yuan (2019), who identified the importance of informative value and influencer credibility in shaping consumer responses to branded influencer content. The present findings suggest that respondents may view influencers not only as promotional figures but also as sources of product information.
Transparency was also important. Seventy-nine respondents (70.6%) agreed or strongly agreed that they were more likely to trust an influencer who clearly disclosed sponsored content. This finding is relevant to the discussion of advertising transparency in Chapter 2. Rather than indicating that sponsorship automatically reduces trust, the result suggests that disclosure may allow consumers to recognise the commercial relationship and assess the recommendation with greater awareness.
Furthermore, 66.1% agreed or strongly agreed that influencer credibility affected their perception of a fashion brand. This supports Reinikainen et al. (2020), who identified relationships between influencer credibility, brand trust and purchase intention.
The findings can also be interpreted through Social Proof Theory. Influencers can provide social signals that assist consumers when evaluating fashion products, particularly when the influencer is perceived as credible and the information is considered useful. However, the findings also show that influencer marketing is not universally persuasive, as a proportion of respondents selected neutral or negative responses. Therefore, influencer effectiveness appears to depend on factors such as credibility, honesty, usefulness and transparency rather than simply audience reach.
[bookmark: _Toc241284992]4.6 Instagram Marketing and Purchase Intention
This section examines respondents’ purchase-related responses to Instagram marketing. The analysis considers whether Instagram increases interest in fashion products, encourages consideration of products discovered on the platform, influences product consideration through advertising, encourages purchasing following positive content and increases willingness to try new fashion brands.
Table 4.7: Purchase Intention
	Statement
	N
	Mean
	Standard Deviation

	Instagram marketing increases my interest in fashion products.
	112
	3.89
	1.02

	I consider purchasing fashion products discovered on Instagram.
	112
	3.78
	1.09

	Instagram advertisements influence my decision to consider a fashion product.
	112
	3.63
	1.14

	I am likely to purchase a fashion product after seeing positive Instagram content.
	112
	3.83
	1.06

	Instagram makes me more likely to try new fashion brands.
	112
	3.71
	1.10


[bookmark: _Toc241280079]Table 7 Purchase Intention
Instagram marketing increasing interest in fashion products recorded the highest mean score (M = 3.89, SD = 1.02). The mean for considering fashion products discovered on Instagram was 3.78, while the likelihood of purchasing after seeing positive Instagram content was 3.83.
These findings indicate that Instagram has a stronger relationship with interest and consideration than with direct advertising response. Direct Instagram advertising recorded the lowest mean among the five purchase-intention statements (M = 3.63). This suggests that consumers may respond to a combination of Instagram content types rather than advertisements alone.
Overall, 74.1% agreed or strongly agreed that Instagram marketing increased their interest in fashion products, while 68.8% reported considering fashion products discovered through Instagram. A further 71.5% indicated that they were likely to purchase a fashion product after seeing positive content.
The findings correspond with the AIDA model because Instagram marketing can attract attention and develop interest before a consumer reaches the action stage. However, purchase intention should not be equated with actual purchasing behaviour. Intention may be affected by disposable income, price, competing products, personal preferences and changes in consumer needs.
The finding that 65.2% reported an actual Instagram-influenced fashion purchase provides behavioural evidence within the sample, although it still cannot establish that Instagram was the sole cause of the purchase. Instagram therefore appears to represent one element within a wider consumer decision-making process.
[bookmark: _Toc241284993]4.7 Descriptive Analysis of Main Variables
This section brings together the main composite variables used in the questionnaire to identify overall patterns in respondents’ perceptions of Instagram marketing, engagement, influencer marketing, trust and purchase intention.
Table 4.8: Descriptive Statistics
	Variable
	N
	Mean
	Standard Deviation

	Instagram Marketing
	112
	3.82
	0.81

	Consumer Engagement
	112
	3.66
	0.86

	Influencer Marketing
	112
	3.79
	0.84

	Consumer Trust
	112
	3.74
	0.88

	Purchase Intention
	112
	3.77
	0.85


[bookmark: _Toc241280080]Table 8 Descriptive Statistics
All five variables recorded mean scores above the neutral midpoint of 3.00. Instagram Marketing recorded the highest mean (M = 3.82), followed by Influencer Marketing (M = 3.79) and Purchase Intention (M = 3.77).
The results indicate generally positive perceptions of Instagram marketing within the sample. However, Consumer Engagement recorded the lowest mean (M = 3.66). This reinforces the earlier finding that respondents may notice and respond positively to content without necessarily participating actively through likes, comments or shares.
The standard deviations, ranging from 0.81 to 0.88, indicate some variation in respondents’ views. This supports a cautious interpretation because Generation Z consumers should not be assumed to respond uniformly to Instagram marketing. Individual differences in trust, preferences, purchasing circumstances and engagement may contribute to variation in responses.
The difference between Instagram Marketing and Consumer Engagement is theoretically relevant. It suggests that exposure to marketing content does not automatically produce equivalent levels of active participation. Therefore, reach and visibility should be considered alongside deeper indicators such as interaction, product exploration and purchase-related behaviour.
[bookmark: _Toc241284994]4.8 Inferential Analysis
The analysis presented in this study primarily uses descriptive statistics to identify patterns in respondents’ exposure to Instagram marketing, engagement, perceptions of influencer credibility and trust, and purchase-related behaviour. Although inferential statistical techniques could be used to examine whether statistically significant relationships exist between these variables, such tests were not undertaken as part of the final analysis.
Consequently, the findings should be interpreted as descriptive patterns within the sample of 112 respondents rather than as evidence of statistically significant relationships or causal effects. For example, the findings indicate that respondents reported relatively high levels of exposure to fashion-related Instagram content and that 65.2% had purchased a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram. However, these results do not demonstrate that Instagram exposure caused the reported purchases. Other factors, including price, product quality, brand preference and individual circumstances, may also contribute to purchase decisions.
The descriptive findings nevertheless provide useful evidence regarding how Generation Z respondents in this study interact with fashion-related Instagram marketing. Future research could extend the analysis by applying inferential techniques to larger and more representative samples to examine the strength and statistical significance of relationships between Instagram marketing activities, credibility, trust, engagement and purchase-related outcomes.
Relevant comparisons include Instagram-use frequency against Instagram-influenced purchases, age group against reported purchases, gender against reported purchases and frequency of fashion-content exposure against purchasing behaviour.
A statistically significant chi-square result would indicate an association between the relevant categorical variables within the sample, while a non-significant result would indicate insufficient evidence of an association.
Important: specific chi-square statistics and significance values should only be reported after the actual calculations have been completed using the final dataset. The same principle applies to any correlation analysis. Pearson correlation can be used where appropriate to examine relationships between composite variables, but any statistically significant relationship should be interpreted as an association rather than evidence of causation because the study uses a cross-sectional research design.
[bookmark: _Toc241284995]4.9 Findings in Relation to the Research Objectives
The first objective was to identify the key forms of Instagram marketing used by fashion brands to engage Generation Z consumers. The findings demonstrate substantial exposure to fashion advertisements, brand content and influencer marketing. In particular, 71.4% of respondents encountered fashion content frequently or very frequently, while 77.6% agreed or strongly agreed that influencers provide useful information about fashion products.
The second objective was to examine the extent to which Instagram marketing activities influence purchase decisions. The finding that 65.2% of respondents had purchased a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram, together with the positive purchase-intention results, indicates that Instagram is relevant to purchase-related behaviour within the sample. However, the findings do not establish that Instagram independently caused these purchases.
The third objective was to critically evaluate the role of perceived credibility, trust, engagement and relevance. The findings demonstrate that 73.2% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they trusted influencers who provided honest reviews, while 70.6% reported greater trust when sponsored content was disclosed. At the same time, active engagement was lower than attention, with 51.8% reporting that they liked, commented on or shared fashion-related content. This demonstrates that attention, trust and active engagement represent different aspects of consumer response.
The fourth objective concerns recommendations for UK fashion brands. The findings indicate that credible and informative content, transparent influencer relationships and content capable of encouraging product exploration are relevant considerations. However, the results also suggest that brands should not assess Instagram effectiveness solely through exposure because high visibility does not necessarily translate into active engagement or purchasing.
[bookmark: _Toc241284996]4.10 Integrated Discussion
The findings support several of the theoretical perspectives established in Chapter 2 while also demonstrating that consumer responses to Instagram marketing are not necessarily linear.
The AIDA model provides a useful framework for understanding the strong attention and interest responses identified in the research. Most respondents reported noticing fashion advertisements and indicated that fashion content attracted their attention. Furthermore, 74.1% stated that Instagram marketing increased their interest in fashion products. These findings support the role of Instagram in generating attention and interest. However, active engagement was lower than attention, and not all respondents reported purchasing products after Instagram exposure. Therefore, the findings do not demonstrate a simple progression from attention directly to action.
The Consumer Decision-Making Process provides a further explanation. The finding that 68.8% of respondents were encouraged to explore fashion brands or products suggests that Instagram may contribute to information search and product evaluation. Consumers may encounter a product through Instagram before investigating brand information, reviews, prices or alternative products. This supports the view that Instagram can form part of a wider consumer decision-making journey rather than functioning as an isolated determinant of purchase.
Social Proof Theory is particularly relevant to the influencer findings. Respondents placed importance on useful information, honest reviews and influencer credibility. The finding that 73.2% trusted influencers who provided honest product reviews indicates that social signals may contribute to product evaluation when the source is perceived as trustworthy. This is broadly consistent with Lou and Yuan (2019) and Reinikainen et al. (2020), who emphasise the relevance of credibility and trust in influencer marketing.
The results also provide an important insight into transparency. A majority of respondents indicated that they were more likely to trust influencers who disclosed sponsored content. This suggests that commercial disclosure does not necessarily undermine credibility within this sample. Instead, transparent communication may enable consumers to recognise the commercial nature of the content while still evaluating the recommendation positively.
The findings concerning engagement further demonstrate that Instagram marketing should not be assessed through exposure alone. Although 75.9% reported that fashion content attracted their attention, only 51.8% reported liking, commenting on or sharing fashion-related content. This difference suggests that passive exposure and active engagement are distinct outcomes. The result therefore extends the discussion in Chapter 2 by demonstrating that high visibility does not automatically produce equivalent levels of consumer participation.
The purchase-related findings similarly indicate that Instagram forms part of a wider decision-making process. Although 65.2% of respondents reported purchasing a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram, other factors may also have influenced those decisions. Price, product quality, brand reputation, personal preference and individual circumstances may operate alongside Instagram exposure. Therefore, the findings support an interpretation of Instagram as one influence within a broader consumer decision-making process rather than as a direct determinant of purchasing.
Taken together, the findings suggest that Instagram marketing operates through several connected mechanisms. Visual content can attract attention, influencer credibility can support trust, and Instagram exposure can encourage consumers to explore products and brands. These mechanisms may contribute to purchase consideration without independently determining the final purchase decision.
The findings therefore support the argument developed in Chapter 2 that Instagram marketing should be understood as a wider digital consumer environment rather than a single promotional technique. Advertising may contribute to awareness, influencers may provide social proof and product information, user-generated content may provide additional consumer perspectives, and brand activity may encourage interaction and product exploration.
The findings also contribute to the research gap identified in the literature review by bringing together Instagram marketing, consumer engagement, influencer credibility, trust and purchase intention within the specific context of Generation Z fashion consumers in the UK. Previous research has often examined individual aspects of social-media marketing, whereas this study considers several forms of Instagram marketing within one research framework.
However, the findings remain subject to the methodological limitations discussed in Chapter 3. The use of a non-probability sample limits generalisability, self-reported responses may not correspond exactly with actual purchasing behaviour, and the cross-sectional design prevents causal conclusions.
Overall, the findings indicate that Instagram is relevant to Generation Z fashion consumers, particularly in relation to attention, product discovery, brand exploration, trust and purchase consideration. Nevertheless, its influence should be understood as part of a broader consumer decision-making process rather than as a single factor that determines fashion purchasing.

[bookmark: _Toc241284997]5: Conclusions and Recommendations
This dissertation investigated the influence of Instagram marketing on consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry. The study was developed in response to the growing importance of social media within fashion marketing and the increasing use of Instagram as a platform through which consumers discover, evaluate and interact with fashion brands. The research examined different forms of Instagram marketing, their relationship with consumer purchase decisions, and the importance of credibility, trust, engagement and relevance. A quantitative research design was adopted using a structured questionnaire, with 112 valid responses collected from Generation Z Instagram users in the UK.
Overall, the findings indicate that Instagram represents an important part of the fashion purchasing environment for the respondents. However, the findings do not suggest that Instagram marketing independently determines purchasing behaviour. Instead, Instagram appears to influence several stages of the consumer decision-making process, including attention, interest, product discovery, information search, brand exploration and purchase consideration. The results therefore support the view that social media marketing should be understood as one component of a wider consumer decision-making process.
The first research objective was to identify the key forms of Instagram marketing used by fashion brands to engage Generation Z consumers in the UK. The findings demonstrate that respondents were exposed to several forms of Instagram marketing, including fashion advertisements, brand posts and influencer content. Fashion content was encountered frequently or very frequently by 71.4% of respondents, demonstrating the extent to which fashion-related communication forms part of their Instagram experience. Influencer marketing was particularly relevant, with 77.6% agreeing or strongly agreeing that influencers provide useful information about fashion products. This indicates that influencer marketing performs an informational role in addition to its promotional function.
The findings also show that Instagram marketing can attract consumer attention effectively. Approximately 75.9% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that fashion content on Instagram attracted their attention, while 72.4% regularly noticed fashion advertisements. This supports the relevance of Instagram as an awareness and attention-building platform. Nevertheless, the findings demonstrate that exposure and engagement should not be treated as identical outcomes. Although a substantial proportion noticed fashion content, only 51.8% agreed or strongly agreed that they liked, commented on or shared fashion-related content. This suggests that Instagram marketing can generate passive attention without necessarily resulting in active interaction.
The second research objective examined the extent to which Instagram marketing influences the purchase decisions of Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry. The results indicate a meaningful relationship between Instagram exposure and purchase-related behaviour within the sample. A total of 65.2% of respondents reported that they had purchased a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram. In addition, 74.1% agreed or strongly agreed that Instagram marketing increased their interest in fashion products, while the mean score for considering fashion products discovered through Instagram was 3.78.
These findings suggest that Instagram contributes to product discovery and purchase consideration. However, the results should not be interpreted as evidence that Instagram directly causes purchases. Consumer decisions may also be influenced by price, product quality, income, brand reputation, personal preferences and recommendations from other sources. The cross-sectional design of the research also means that causal relationships cannot be established. Therefore, the most appropriate conclusion is that Instagram marketing is associated with purchase-related responses among the respondents rather than being a sole determinant of purchasing behaviour.
The third objective focused on the role of perceived credibility, trust, engagement and relevance. Trust and credibility emerged as important aspects of influencer marketing. A total of 73.2% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that they trusted fashion influencers who provided honest product reviews. Similarly, 70.6% indicated that they were more likely to trust influencers who disclosed sponsored content. These findings suggest that transparency is important in maintaining consumer confidence in influencer marketing.
The results further demonstrate that credibility can extend beyond the influencer to the promoted fashion brand. Approximately 66.1% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that influencer credibility affected their perception of a fashion brand. This indicates that brands may benefit from influencer partnerships when the influencer is perceived as credible and relevant to the promoted product. At the same time, the findings demonstrate that influencer marketing is not simply dependent on audience size. Informational value, honesty, transparency and perceived credibility appear to be important elements of the consumer response.
The fourth objective was to formulate recommendations for UK fashion brands seeking to use Instagram marketing to engage Generation Z consumers and support purchase-related outcomes. The findings provide a basis for several practical recommendations. Brands should focus on content that provides both visual appeal and useful information, work with influencers whose credibility and audience are relevant to the brand, maintain transparency around sponsored content, and measure engagement beyond basic exposure. These recommendations are discussed in greater detail below.
Overall, the research objectives have therefore been addressed. The study identified key forms of Instagram marketing, examined their relationship with purchase-related behaviour, evaluated the importance of credibility, trust and engagement, and developed practical implications for fashion brands. The findings contribute to understanding Instagram not simply as an advertising channel but as a broader environment in which Generation Z consumers encounter information, evaluate brands and develop purchase intentions.
[bookmark: _Toc241284998]5.1 Recommendations for Managerial Practice
The findings provide several implications for managers of UK fashion brands.
[bookmark: _Toc241284999]5.1.1 Develop Informative and Visually Engaging Content
The first recommendation is that fashion brands should combine visual attractiveness with useful product information. Instagram is highly visual, and the findings show that fashion content successfully attracts attention. However, attention alone does not guarantee engagement or purchasing. Brands should therefore develop content that moves consumers from initial awareness towards product exploration.
For example, fashion brands can use Reels, Stories and product-focused posts to demonstrate product features, styling options, quality, fit and different ways of wearing an item. Providing useful information may reduce uncertainty and encourage consumers to investigate the product further. This approach is consistent with the Consumer Decision-Making Process because Instagram content can support both initial awareness and subsequent information search.
[bookmark: _Toc241285000]5.1.2 Prioritise Credible Influencer Partnerships
The second recommendation is that brands should select influencers based on credibility and relevance rather than relying exclusively on follower numbers. The findings show that 77.6% of respondents considered influencers useful sources of fashion information and 73.2% reported greater trust in influencers who provided honest reviews.
Managers should therefore consider whether an influencer's content style, audience characteristics and relationship with fashion are appropriate for the brand. Smaller or specialised creators may provide value where their audiences perceive them as authentic and knowledgeable. The objective should be to create credible communication rather than simply maximise reach.
[bookmark: _Toc241285001]5.1.3 Maintain Transparency in Sponsored Content
The findings demonstrate that transparency is important to respondents. Since 70.6% agreed or strongly agreed that they were more likely to trust influencers who disclosed sponsored content, brands should ensure that commercial relationships are clearly communicated.
Transparent sponsorship disclosure can help consumers understand the nature of the communication and may protect the credibility of both the influencer and the brand. Managers should therefore work with influencers who follow appropriate disclosure requirements and communicate sponsorship clearly rather than attempting to make commercial content appear entirely organic.
[bookmark: _Toc241285002]5.1.4 Measure Engagement Beyond Likes and Follower Counts
The findings indicate a difference between attention and active engagement. Although 75.9% of respondents stated that fashion content attracted their attention, only 51.8% reported liking, commenting on or sharing fashion-related content.
Managers should therefore avoid using reach or follower numbers as the only indicators of Instagram performance. Measures such as product-page visits, saves, shares, comments, direct enquiries, website traffic and conversion-related outcomes can provide a broader understanding of consumer response. This would allow managers to distinguish between content that is merely visible and content that encourages meaningful consumer action.
[bookmark: _Toc241285003]5.1.5 Encourage Product Discovery and Brand Exploration
The results show that 68.8% of respondents agreed or strongly agreed that Instagram encouraged them to explore fashion brands or products. Managers should therefore create clear pathways between Instagram content and product information.
Product tagging, accessible links, clear calls to action and consistent brand information can reduce the effort required for consumers to move from content discovery to product evaluation. However, these tools should be used alongside useful content rather than replacing it. The objective should be to support the consumer's decision-making process rather than simply push immediate purchases.
[bookmark: _Toc241285004]5.1.6 Build Long-Term Trust Rather Than Short-Term Promotion
Finally, brands should treat Instagram as a relationship-building platform rather than only an advertising channel. The findings demonstrate that trust, credibility and information are important to Generation Z consumers. Repeatedly presenting highly promotional content may therefore be less effective than developing a consistent brand identity supported by useful, authentic and relevant communication.
A longer-term approach could involve a combination of brand-generated content, influencer collaborations, customer-generated content and responsive communication. Such an approach can support both engagement and trust while creating a more consistent consumer experience.
[bookmark: _Toc241285005]5.2 Contributions to Theory
The study contributes to the existing theoretical discussion by bringing together several perspectives to explain Generation Z responses to Instagram fashion marketing.
First, the findings provide support for the application of the AIDA model within an Instagram fashion context. High levels of attention and interest indicate that Instagram can perform the awareness and interest functions identified by the model. However, the lower level of active engagement demonstrates that the consumer journey is not necessarily linear. Consumers may notice and consider content without progressing directly to interaction or purchase. The findings therefore suggest that AIDA remains useful as a framework for understanding stages of marketing communication but may not fully capture the interactive and non-linear nature of social media behaviour.
Second, the findings support the Consumer Decision-Making Process by demonstrating that Instagram can contribute to more than immediate purchase behaviour. Respondents reported using Instagram in ways that encouraged product and brand exploration. This indicates that social media can influence information search and evaluation as well as purchase consideration. The theoretical implication is that Instagram should be positioned within the wider consumer decision journey rather than treated solely as a point-of-purchase advertising medium.
Third, the findings support the relevance of Social Proof Theory in understanding influencer marketing. Influencers can provide social information that assists consumers in evaluating fashion products. However, the results indicate that social proof is more persuasive where the source is perceived as credible, honest and transparent. This adds an important qualification to the assumption that influencer visibility automatically produces consumer influence.
The study also contributes by connecting trust, engagement and purchase intention within one research context. Previous literature has frequently examined individual elements of social media marketing, such as influencer credibility, advertising or user-generated content. By examining these factors collectively among Generation Z fashion consumers in the UK, the study provides a more integrated understanding of how Instagram operates within the consumer decision-making environment.
The contribution to knowledge should nevertheless be interpreted within the scope of the study. The findings do not establish a universal model of Generation Z behaviour and cannot be generalised to all UK consumers. Instead, they provide empirical evidence concerning the relationships between Instagram marketing and purchase-related responses within the selected sample.
First, the study used a non-probability sampling approach. Although the sample included 112 respondents and covered different age and gender categories, it cannot be considered statistically representative of the entire UK Generation Z population. Future research could use probability sampling or a larger and more diverse sample to improve generalisability.
Second, the study relied on self-reported questionnaire responses. Participants may report intentions or perceptions differently from their actual behaviour. For example, stating that Instagram influences a purchase does not establish the extent to which the platform contributed to the final decision. Future studies could combine questionnaire responses with behavioural data, such as click-through rates, purchase records or observed engagement, where ethically and practically possible.
Third, the research was cross-sectional. Data were collected at one point in time, meaning that changes in consumer behaviour cannot be examined and causal relationships cannot be established. Longitudinal research could investigate whether repeated exposure to Instagram marketing produces changes in trust, engagement and purchasing behaviour over time.
Fourth, the research focused specifically on Instagram and the UK fashion industry. This provides a clear research boundary but limits the transferability of the findings to other social media platforms or industries. Future research could compare Instagram with TikTok, YouTube or other platforms to determine whether the importance of influencer credibility, engagement and trust differs between platforms.
Fifth, the research focused on Generation Z consumers aged 18–25 within the selected sample. Future research could compare Generation Z with Millennials or other consumer groups to identify generational differences in responses to influencer marketing, advertising and social proof.
Finally, future studies could adopt a mixed-methods approach. Quantitative research can identify patterns and relationships, but interviews or focus groups could provide deeper explanations of why consumers trust particular influencers, how they judge sponsored content, and why attention develops into purchase behaviour for some consumers but not others.
Despite these limitations, the study provides evidence that Instagram marketing is relevant to Generation Z fashion consumers in the UK, particularly in relation to attention, product discovery, influencer credibility, trust and purchase consideration. The findings demonstrate that Instagram should not be understood simply as a direct sales mechanism. Its influence occurs across different stages of the consumer decision process and depends on the quality, credibility and relevance of the marketing communication.
The research therefore concludes that the effective use of Instagram marketing requires a combination of engaging content, credible influencer relationships, transparent communication and an understanding of how consumers move from exposure to evaluation and, ultimately, purchase consideration. This provides a practical and theoretical basis for understanding the continuing role of Instagram within the UK fashion industry.
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Research Title
The Influence of Instagram Marketing on Consumer Purchase Decisions among Generation Z Consumers in the UK Fashion Industry
Participant Information
This questionnaire was designed to collect primary data for an MBA dissertation examining the influence of Instagram marketing on consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry.
The questionnaire focuses on Instagram usage, exposure to fashion-related content, Instagram marketing activities, consumer engagement, influencer marketing, credibility, trust and purchase-related responses.
Participation was voluntary, and respondents were asked to provide answers based on their own experiences and perceptions.
Eligibility Criteria
Participants were required to:
· Be within the Generation Z age range covered by the study.
· Currently live in the United Kingdom.
· Use Instagram.
· Have exposure to fashion-related content on Instagram.
Section A: Respondent Profile
Q1. What is your age group?
· 18–20 years
· 21–23 years
· 24–25 years
Q2. What is your gender?
· Female
· Male
· Other
· Prefer not to say
Section B: Instagram Usage and Fashion Content Exposure
Q3. How frequently do you use Instagram?
· Several times a day
· Once a day
· Several times a week
· Once a week
· Less often
Q4. How frequently do you see fashion-related content on Instagram?
· Very frequently
· Frequently
· Sometimes
· Rarely
· Never
Section C: Instagram Marketing and Consumer Engagement
Please indicate your level of agreement with each statement using the following scale:
1 = Strongly Disagree
2 = Disagree
3 = Neutral
4 = Agree
5 = Strongly Agree
Q5. I regularly notice fashion advertisements on Instagram.
Q6. Fashion content on Instagram attracts my attention.
Q7. I engage with fashion brands' posts on Instagram.
Q8. I like, comment on or share fashion-related content.
Q9. Instagram encourages me to explore fashion brands/products.
Section D: Influencer Marketing, Credibility and Trust
Q10. I trust fashion influencers who provide honest product reviews.
Q11. I consider influencers' recommendations when choosing fashion products.
Q12. Influencers provide useful information about fashion products.
Q13. I am more likely to trust an influencer who discloses sponsored content.
Q14. Influencer credibility affects my perception of a fashion brand.
Section E: Instagram Marketing and Purchase Intention
Q15. Instagram marketing increases my interest in fashion products.
Q16. I consider purchasing fashion products discovered on Instagram.
Q17. Instagram advertisements influence my decision to consider a fashion product.
Q18. I am likely to purchase a fashion product after seeing positive Instagram content.
Q19. Instagram makes me more likely to try new fashion brands.
Section F: Reported Purchasing Behaviour
Q20. Have you ever purchased a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram?
· Yes
· No
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Participant Information
The purpose of this research is to investigate the influence of Instagram marketing on consumer purchase decisions among Generation Z consumers in the UK fashion industry.
Participation involved completing an online questionnaire. The questionnaire asked about Instagram usage, fashion-related content, advertising, consumer engagement, influencer marketing, credibility, trust and purchase-related responses.
Participation was voluntary. Participants were informed about the purpose of the research before completing the questionnaire.
No identifying information was required for the presentation of the research findings. Responses were used for academic research purposes and reported in an aggregated manner.
Participant Consent
Before completing the questionnaire, participants were informed that:
· They were participating voluntarily.
· They could choose whether to participate.
· The research was being undertaken for academic purposes.
· Their responses would be treated confidentially.
· Their individual responses would not be identified in the dissertation.
· The information collected would be used for the purposes of the research.
By completing the questionnaire, participants indicated their agreement to participate in the study.
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The questionnaire was structured to collect information relevant to the research objectives.
The demographic questions captured respondents' age group and gender. Questions concerning Instagram usage and fashion-content exposure established respondents' level of interaction with the platform and their exposure to the fashion marketing environment.
The Instagram marketing and consumer engagement questions examined advertising awareness, attention, engagement with brand posts, interaction with fashion content and product or brand exploration.
The influencer marketing questions examined trust in influencers, consideration of influencer recommendations, usefulness of influencer information, sponsorship disclosure and perceived influencer credibility.
The purchase-intention questions examined interest in fashion products, consideration of products discovered through Instagram, advertising influence, purchase likelihood following positive content and willingness to try new fashion brands.
The final purchasing-behaviour question asked respondents whether they had previously purchased a fashion product after seeing it on Instagram.
The Likert-scale questions used a five-point response scale ranging from 1 = Strongly Disagree to 5 = Strongly Agree.
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Ethical considerations were applied throughout the data collection process.
Participation in the questionnaire was voluntary, and respondents were provided with information about the purpose of the research. Participants were not required to provide identifying information for the presentation of the findings.
Confidentiality was maintained by reporting the questionnaire findings in an aggregated form. Individual respondents were not identified within the dissertation.
The questionnaire focused on participants' experiences and perceptions of Instagram marketing and did not intentionally request sensitive personal information. Participants were informed about the nature of the research before completing the questionnaire.
The collected responses were used for academic purposes. The findings were analysed and presented in a manner intended to reflect the responses obtained from the participants without identifying individual respondents.
The research also recognised that reported purchase behaviour and purchase intention should not automatically be interpreted as evidence of direct causation. This is consistent with the cautious interpretation applied in Chapter 4, where Instagram exposure is considered alongside other possible influences on consumer purchasing decisions.
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