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Social media marketing is now vitally an important part of business strategy in the digital economy, enabling organisations to communicate directly with customers, increase brand awareness and build stronger customer relationships. Marketing on platforms such as Instagram, Facebook and TikTok is a cost-effective advertising for business but especially suited to SMEs which tend to operate on tight budgets. If integrated into a successful marketing strategy, research attests to the positive effect social media marketing has on customer engagement, purchase behaviour and short- and long–term financial results of companies (Dwivedi et al., 2021).

Mel Tropical Kitchen is independent vegan street food business based at festivals, markets and private catering across the UK. The company does its marketing on social media to advertise and sell their products, share locations of events and interact with customers. Although, however, these activities have not been formally evaluated. The purpose of this research is to examine the impact social media marketing has on customer engagement and sales performance at Mel Tropical Kitchen, as well as how future marketing decisions can be driven from these findings using data for sustainable business growth.

[bookmark: _Toc236745604]Identification of a Business Problem

Mel Tropical Kitchen is a solo vegan street food trader who travels the UK to cater at food festivals, markets and private catering events. It does its own marketing for the products as well, as it utilizes Instagram ( 2,236 followers), TikTok (1,118 Followers) and Facebook (1,014 Followers). Content mainly promotes future market and festival appearances, notifies customers of where the business will be trading, and generally helps the business keep contact with its online audience. Although these activities contribute to building an online presence, the business has not formally assessed whether its social media strategy helps increase customer engagement or creates value for the business itself.

Some independent businesses have a small marketing budget and so ensuring that promotional activities add measurable value is crucial. Mel Tropical Kitchen has been active on its social media platforms but due to the various nature of events, customer attendance and sales fluctuate. Consequently, it is unclear whether any marketing that takes place now actually drives revenue or if the nuances of where an event is held within the city, inclement weather and other competitive forces are more substantive drivers of business performance.

According to the literature, social media marketing can enhance relations between customers and vendors, reinforce branding and boost sales behaviour (Chaffey & Ellis-Chadwick, 2022; Dwivedi et al., 2021) However, much of the published research has focused on larger organisations or ecommerce ventures and few studies have investigated operational independent street food businesses within the UK festival sector. Thus, it is essential to explore the impact of social media marketing on customer engagement and performance of Mel Tropical Kitchen. The results will make actionable suggestions about what digital marketing strategies small food companies can implement effectively while generating insights into how the marketing strategy literature applies in this sector.
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This study aims to determine the effect of social media marketing in terms of engagement and business performance at Mel Tropical Kitchen. While the business is active on Instagram, Facebook, and TikTok there has not yet been an official measure of whether social media attracts customers, repeat visits or bolsters overall business performance. The key reproductive that one should develop clear research aim, objectives and questions are because aims representative what the study will achieve as well directed research methodology (Saunders et al 2019), therefore they will guide on how to conduct the investigation always bearing in mind addressing business problem identified. Accordingly, the objectives and research questions below have been designed to explore how social media marketing is working within Mel Tropical Kitchen so that opportunities can be identified for improving its digital marketing strategy.

Research Aim
To measure the effectiveness of social media marketing on customer engagement & business performance at Mel Tropical Kitchen.

Research Objectives
· To analyze the current social media marketing of Mel Tropical Kitchen.
· Objective of the Study Social Media Marketing and Consumer Engagement
· To explore the effect social media marketing on organizational performance.
· To provide suggestions to enhance the online marketing efficiency of Mel Tropical Kitchen.


Research Questions
· How is Mel Tropical Kitchen currently using social media marketing?
· Does social media marketing affect customer engagement?
· How does social media marketing affect business performance?
· How could Mel Tropical Kitchen approach social media marketing more effectively?
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Social media marketing is an essential component of any modern business strategy — it enables two-way communication with customers, increases brand awareness and helps to build long-lasting relationships. It is inexpensive marketing for SMEs to promote more with less (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick 2022).

Dwivedi et al. (2021) argue that social media is an important customer relationship management instrument for enhancing business performance. It is used as part of an overall strategy for growing relationships and business. In that sense, Mel Tropical Kitchen reaches customers through Instagram, Facebook and TikTok for future business.

Social media marketing provides customer engagement, which is defined as cognitive, emotional and behavioural brand interactions (Hollebeek, Glynn & Brodie 2014). Repurchase and promote the business through engaged customers. Instead of merely volume (focus on the number of posts or followers), Tuten (2023) emphasizes that engagement stems from providing authentic, meaningful interactions and that success is about building relationships.

Social media and business success: The links through relationship marketing theory. As asserted by Morgan and Hunt (1994), it must be based on commitment and trust, therefore marketing needs to be tried for long-term relationships. This can be done via social media, which supports continuous and direct communication, resulting in Mel Tropical Kitchen building loyalty and repeat purchases through word-of-mouth.

Connection drives brand performance. Customers who are engaged become advocates (Vivek et al., 2012), contribute value that is not only calculated through direct sales, but also act as a source of referrals and long-term profitability for their respective companies (Kumar et al., 2019). This is why metrics such as comments and shares are better indicators of engagement than the passive measure of a like.

Researchers are debating what determines social media success. Morgan and Hunt (1994) define the constructs trust and commitment, others (2019) expose the long-term engagement value, Felix et al. As a result, Mel Tropical Kitchen needs to make social media an active driver of specific and tangible business objectives.

Although the literature on social media marketing has grown considerably, significant gaps remain. Of the limited literature on street food in the UK, much has focused on international organisations (Dwivedi et al., 2021; Felix, Rauschnabel and Hinsch, 2017), large retailers or online operatives rather than independent street food businesses operating within a festival and market context. Moreover, a large number of researches assess social media effectiveness based on quantitative metrics like likes, followers and impressions. Though these metrics show engagement of the online presence, they don't prove or disprove whether social media marketing can make an individual visit a store more frequently, rape him but gain business impact (Tuten, 2023). As a result, research is needed to measure customer engagement along with business outcomes for small independent businesses.

This research fills the gaps by studying the effect of social media marketing on customer engagement and business performance: Mel Tropical Kitchen. It uses data from the perspectives of an independent UK street food business to form digital marketing recommendations, which should inform other food and hospitality SMEs on best practice for sustainable growth.  
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The focus of this study is to assess the effectiveness of social media marketing on customer engagement and organizational performance at Mel Tropical Kitchen. In order to achieve this goal, a qualitative case study methodology will be used. Case studies allow researchers to explore a contemporary business phenomenon in its real-life context which made them especially suitable for the study of the marketing practices of an individual firm (Yin, 2018). This approach provides a comprehensive understanding of the role of social media marketing on customer development and business performance in one specific small independent business.

This can be broadly divide this philosophy of research into two opposing camps – a positivist and an interpretivist approach. The former is concerned with objectively measuring something (which could be statistical analysis) whilst an interpretivist seeks to find out how people experience and perceive things (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). An interpretivist research philosophy is most appropriate since the objective of this research is to explore customer opinions and business experiences, instead of testing a statistical relationship. This philosophy, therefore, enables the researcher to comprehend how customers perceive Mel Tropical Kitchen's social media interventions (the content of posts in terms of effectiveness) and how a business owner evaluates its effectiveness.

An inductive approach will be used which entail constantly developing conclusions through the data collected rather than testing an existing hypothesis (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The inductive approach is suitable since the research explored and did not confirm any pre-determined hypothesis about the effect of social media marketing on customer engagement and business performance in one business.

The data will be collected via primary methods (semi-structured interviews with the owner of Mel Tropical Kitchen and customer survey filled when customers purchase goods from the restaurant through social media/ marketing stalls). A semi-structure interview gives latitude to investigate the issues in more detail and allows commonality across key research topics (Bryman, 2016). However, Customer questionnaires will give some insights into how the business makes aware of and the theme of purchasing decision making and customer engagement effect of social media on it.

Participants with a business case knowledge and experience will be recruited purposefully. The research proposal will invite one business owner and 20–30 customers. This ensures that the data collected is from participants who can provide meaningful responses relative to the research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).

Qualitative Interview data will be analyzed using a process of thematic analysis, or repeated patterns in participant responses (Braun and Clarke, 2006). To complement the qualitative data, this will summarize questionnaire responses using basic descriptive statistics and/or simple frequencies against percentages. Using a combination of these will give a more holistic view of both customer interaction and business revenue.

This study will apply the same questions for interview, and questionnaire formats with all participants. Thus, this strengthens validity where questions are designed to focus directly on the objective of the research and comparison with literature will validate findings (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill 2019).

Ethics are one of the foundational elements of research. The objectives of the study will be explained to the subjects, and informed consent will be obtained prior to participation. It will always be a voluntary exercise, and participants are free to withdraw at any time without having to state their reasons. Unless permission is granted for subsequent re-use, personal identifiers will remain confidential, responses will be aggregated and all data is also stored securely according to GDPR and institutional ethical approval (British Educational Research Association 2024).
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This research offers tangible value to Mel Tropical Kitchen as it will assess if the current social media marketing actions support customer engagement and business result. Mel Tropical Kitchen is a UK independent street food business which trades at various festivals and markets around the UK. They use social media to market in to customers, promote their attendance at events as well as increase brand awareness. The company has not formally evaluated with its digital marketing strategy. The results of the research would allow businesses to recognize which part of the social media marketing is more effective in customer engagement and purchasing behaviour whereby enabling the business firms to use its limited marketing resources properly.

These recommendations derived from the study may help companies evolve their content creation, posting schedule, channel selection and engagement with their consumers. It also offers Mel Tropical Kitchen a means to enhance customer loyalty, achieve repeat purchases and attain an overall better performance by understanding which marketing activities the current customers respond most strongly to. The results also help the business make marketing decisions based on evidence, not assumptions or casual observations.
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