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1.0 Proposed Title

Social Media’s Effect on Attitudes towards Volume House Builders

2.0 Introduction

In the UK, the Government is determined to establish a stable housing market for future generations by addressing the current housing shortage. They believe in order to correct this shortage, 300 thousand homes a year will need to be constructed (HM Treasury, 2017). This increased yearly output of housing is to allow more young people the chance to buy their first home. 

As over half of all new homes in the UK (54%) are currently being constructed by the 11 largest volume house builders (i.e. those building over 2000 houses a year), these builders will have a large role in helping The Government to achieve its target (Greenwood, 2015). Yet how these volume house builders are perceived by the general public will influence buying decisions and thereby, be a contributing factor in how successful developers are in constructing the amount of homes needed.

Historically, word of mouth was one of the most influential sources of information people had upon which to make decisions and influence their attitudes.  In today’s digital culture, social media is now the most influential source of information with many comparison websites and chat groups where people exchange their consumer experiences. The purpose of this research is to investigate social media’s effect on attitudes towards volume house builders.

3.0 Literature Review 

3.1 Social Media

Social media can be defined in many ways; however, a recent article by Daniel Nations states “the best way to get a clearer understanding of it is to break it down into simpler terms.” By looking at each word individually he came to the understanding that the ‘social’ part “refers to the interacting with other people by sharing information with them and receiving information from them.” Whereas the ‘media’ part “refers to an instrument of communication, like the internet”. In an attempt to establish a broad definition, he concluded “Social media are web-based communication tools that enable people to interact with each other by both sharing and consuming information”. (Nations, 2017)

3.2 Social Media Usage

It’s hard to accurately pinpoint just how many people around the globe are using social media as the figure fluctuates but in a blog post by Simon Kemp for “We Are Social” in early 2017, he calculated based on the monthly active social media users reported from each country, that almost 2.8 billion people are currently active social media users which equates to almost 37 percent of the total global population and in the UK 64 percent of the population is using social media on a daily basis. Kemp has also established that Facebook is the most popular form of social media with a monthly average user base of 1.87 billion users.  This figure has been broken down into age groups of which; 172 million are aged 13-17, 562 million are aged 18-24, 534 million are aged 25-34, 286 million are aged 35-44, 166 million are aged 45-54 and finally, 154 thousand are aged 55 and above. (Kemp, 2017)
3.3 Purchase Behaviour

According to a community management consulting company Mind Jumpers, 64 percent of Smartphone users will use their phones to look for reviews and recommendations from a number of sources to help them make their buying decisions. (Ray, 2017)

To find information about businesses online, consumers often look up a business through a search engine, where they tend to find review websites and blogs usually before they are directed to the intended business’s website. In an article by Linda Ray she states, “If the first review read by shoppers is negative, that can turn consumers off your business and quickly lead to another search for a similar industry source for their needs.” (Ray, 2017) The speed with which consumers can find this information is main reason that social media is so effective for consumers, but it’s also its flaw, as consumers will tend not to scroll through pages and pages to find a more positive review.

Alternatively, social media referrals can be a very powerful persuader when it comes to purchase decisions. In its basic function, social media gives us a platform to connect with people, friends and family with whom we may not communicate very often. (Barker, 2017) According to marketing consultants at The Conversation Group, approximately 90 percent of social media users have received a recommendation for a product or service and that furthermore, 65 percent of consumers who received a product recommendation through social media have purchased that product. (Ray, 2017)

In addition to social media referrals, a business’s presence on social media can also have a significant influence on purchasing behaviour. In an article by Shane Barker, he came to the conclusion “Even if a brand has all kinds of attention from social influencers and customers, with a lacklustre social media presence it will be difficult to convince anyone of their credibility”. (Barker, 2017)

4.0 Methodology

In order to establish social media’s effect on attitudes towards volume house builders, the following methodology will be employed.

4.1 Individual Interviews

Individual interviews carried out using a structured questionnaire will be used to collect information. The interviews will be targeted at people who have recently purchased a new home from a volume house builder, those of which will be categorised into the following age groups. For example, 21-34, 35-50, 51-69. The information gathered will be important in answering some questions like:

· Did social media influence your purchase behaviour when buying a home from the chosen volume house builder?

· What kind of social media was the most influential?

· Can more be done on social media by the volume house builder to improve attitudes towards them? 

In addition to answering some of the example questions above, the information gathered should also establish which age group/groups’ attitudes and behaviour is most influenced by social media. I will also attempt to interview employees of some of the volume house builders about the influence they feel social media has on their customers in relation to purchase behaviour and customer satisfaction.

4.1 Social Media Observation

To collect information about the use of social media and how it is used to voice opinions and experiences, observations will be carried out upon various online communities. From previous experience working within a volume house builder, I know that there are many online communities which exist with the sole purpose of allowing communication between people who have bought homes on volume house builder’s development schemes. The aim is to observe how these platforms are used in order to establish what information is being shared on them and to what degree this information sharing activity impacts upon the purchase decision making process together with how it promotes positive or negative opinions towards volume house builders. 
5.0 Results

The proposed system for evaluating the results which will be gathered from the structured interviews is an excel document. All data gathered from the individual interviews will be stored into a spread sheet. This is the chosen method because it allows the data collected from the structured questionnaire to be compiled into a table from which statistics can be calculated and more easily numerically measured and thereby illustrate the conclusions reached of how much influence social media has on attitudes towards volume house builders.
6.0 Limitations

Unfortunately, it is not possible to interview all the people who purchased a new home in the UK during 2017; the logistics and practicalities of doing so are prohibitive.  For example, arranging to interview everybody who purchased a new property in 2017; together with the time needed in order to interview these purchasers, as well as the limitations on the number of available interviewers to undertake the interviews and of course, not to mention issues of funding.  Consequently, there is a disconnect between the limited sample of purchasers who can be interviewed and who may not fully represent the full spectrum of people who did purchase a property 

Therefore, it could be claimed that there will be a misrepresentation of the sample of people whose attitudes were affected by social media and the total number of people who may have had their attitudes affected by social media, who are not represented in the sample study.  Therefore, these limitations may well affect the desired aims and objectives of this research project. Despite the application of an appropriate target population for the structured interviews, the limited target population that I will have access to may lead to an inaccurate representation of the target population as a whole.

In more basic terms, for example I intend to have structured interviews with people who have bought a new home from a volume house builder; however I will not be able to interview everyone who has purchased a new home from a volume house builder (e.g. 200 interviewed out of 200,000). This is why the results from the interviews cannot be used in general terms without taking account of the context in which the sample target of interviewees were conducted and chosen.  However, the results can be used to make informed assumptions.  

7.0 Evaluation

The use of social media has grown with an ever- increasing pace since the early 2000’s and it would appear that this trend will continue as society grows ever more reliant upon it as it’s, arguably, main tool of communication with family, friends and business relationships.  Additionally, society has also become reliant in many ways by the instantaneous access to information upon which purchasing decisions are often made.  It is solely for this reason that volume house builder companies need to take full advantage of the prospective opportunities which are offered by these online communities.  Volume house builders have the opportunity to utilise social media platforms to connect with their current and future customers on a large scale, which has the potential to increase business growth and improve customer service which in turn could reflect a positive company image. 

In order for volume house builders to take full advantage of social media, it is firstly, vital for them to understand how social media is currently used, who is using it; why is it being used – what benefits is it providing. This proposed research aims to answer all of these questions and potentially provide recommendations for volume house builders to increase their social media presence. 
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