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[bookmark: _Toc220922021]Identification of a Business Problem
The dynamics of the United Kingdom's retail sector, driven by frequent changes in consumer expectations, competition, economic pressures, and digital disruptions, have significantly shaped and transformed the industry (Ward, 2025). A majority of traditional high street retailers that operate brick-and-mortar stores continue to experience reduced traffic, high operational costs, and pressure from customers who demand more value for their money, quality services, and convenience (Ozturk, Taylor, Smart, and Tolmie, 2022). Marks and Spencer (M&S) leadership realises surviving and creating a competitive advantage in such a challenging environment can only be possible if it positions itself based on customer-centric elements, a modern approach, and integration of its heritage.
However, even though the retailer has succeeded in making strategic digital transformations over the recent years (Hill, 2025), in-store performance also forms one of the cores determining factors of how customers perceive M&S brand. The retailer acknowledges the value of physical stores for engaging customers in areas such as clothing departments and food halls (Hagtvedt and Chandukala, 2023). The quality-of-service frontline team's customer-facing offerings remain a core determinant of competitive advantage. Any customer who comes to the store expects frontline teams to have knowledge, respond swiftly, and receive excellent service. This is more critical for customers who understand the position that the M&S brand occupies in their minds as a mid-to-premium retailer in a market full of other retailers. 
However, customer complaints indicate inconsistencies in service quality (Ward, 2025). Additionally, research argues that the presence of such inconsistencies in service quality influences customer satisfaction in a negative way, even in cases where retailers offer quality products (Nga and Thoa, 2022). Such a scenario presents a complex business challenge because of its position in the same industry. Customer experience leaders at M&S experience challenges because sustaining consistent service standards across more than 1,000 physical stores in the UK where a majority accounting to 89% are located in England and the rest in Scotland and Northern Ireland, might have significant effect on customer satisfaction and eventually on its performance. Besides, customer expectations in-store services tend to vary across regions, customer segments, and store formats (Ozturk et al., 2022). When this happens, it creates uncertainties in how customers perceive service quality. Findings also reveal that as high street retailer’s narrow product differentiation, service quality becomes a significant indicator as a source of competitive advantage. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922022]Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc220922023]Aim
There is need for a study to assess the cause-and-effect of in-store service quality offered across M&S stores on customer satisfaction. Little research exists particularly in the case of premium retailer such as M&S that strives to rely on in-store service quality as a differentiator. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922024]Objectives
1. To determine the extent of in-store service quality offered by frontline teams to customers
2. To understand the level of satisfaction among customers who patronise M&S in-store 
3. To analyse the in-store service quality dimension with the highest significant effect on customer satisfaction
4. To recommend to best strategy to improve low-performing in-store service quality dimensions
[bookmark: _Toc220922025]Questions
1. What is the extent of current service quality offered by frontline teams to customers?
2. What is the current level of satisfaction among customers who patronise M&S in-store? 
3. What dimension of in-store service quality has a strong influence on customer satisfaction?
4. What strategies would improve low-performing in-store service quality dimensions and overall satisfaction rating?
[bookmark: _Toc220922026]Critical Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc220922027]In-store Service Quality in Retail
The term service quality has attracted varying definitions over the years. Stamatis (1996) outlines that, despite differences in definitions, common phrases across definitions include elements of conformity to requirements, zero defects, and fitness for use. According to Parikh (2006), service quality is created when a customer compares actual performance and what they expected. Receiving better service quality implies that customers perceive the service performed to meet their needs or exceed their expectations of what a company should provide. The SERVQUAL framework remains one of the most applicable measures of service quality across many industries (Naylor, 2024). However, it continues to attract criticism for its effectiveness in in-store retail. Moreover, Parikh (2006) argues that the proposed five items remain problematic when measuring the retail industry. These controversies led Dabholkar, Thorpe, and Rentz (1996) to develop SERVQUAL, focusing on the retail environment across the dimensions of physical environment, personal interaction, problem solving, reliability, and policy. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922028]Customer Satisfaction in Retail
Within the marketing and consumer behaviour literature, studies treat customer satisfaction as a subjective assessment that depends on the difference between what customers expect and what they actually receive (Tahir, Adnan, and Saeed, 2024). The assessment emphasizes the importance of a customer having a strong perception at every touchpoint (Francesco & Roberta, 2019). Meaning, it revolves around a customer developing a final assessment of a product or service after making a purchase. Customer form a better assessment of how well the product or service met or exceeded their expectations and actual needs (Shaikh et al., 2018). Tahir et al., (2024.) posit that customer satisfaction can be measured using either a single global item or items that compare what they expected and received. To assess in-store customer satisfaction, studies are divided on how to narrow it down to a specific measure. In theory, many measures focus on one or a combination of what customers expected and received from products, services, store environment, or price and promotion (Hagtvedt and Chandukala, 2023). However, Parikh (2006) argues that in practice, customer experience leaders are interested in understanding issues of customer experience, narrowing down to what matters to the value proposition. Perceptions about quality services, overall experience at each touch point, and trust in the brand drive the satisfaction of M&S customers. 
The physical element of a retail store describes the feeling that customers have towards tangible features in a store (Mary et al., 2023). They cover a number of aspects, ranging from accessibility to shelves to the convenience of product arrangement and shelf layout. A store's reliability explains the ability to ensure they meet what they promise customers, such as ensuring the availability of specific categories of products. Personal interaction measures the degree to which a store has frontline employees to inspire confidence and helpful or courteous (Oyuko, 2022). The problem-solving dimension measures frontline employees' ability to address customer complaints, upsell, offer recommendations, guide customers, and provide product knowledge (De Silva et al., 2022). Finally, policy dimension measures the presence of store policy, such as convenience hours of operation, availability of parking for customers, charges, and credit to customers. Therefore, the study will adopt the measurement tool approved by Dabholkar et al. (1996) to collect data from customers.
[bookmark: _Toc220922029]In-store Service Quality and Customer Satisfaction 
Pradnyadewi and Giantari (2022) used structured questionnaires to collect primary data from a sample of 110 Tokopedia customers to examine the effect of customer service quality on satisfaction. The results showed a positive association between customer service measures and satisfaction. They assessed customer service quality with the help of efficiency, reliability, convenience, privacy, and responsiveness. However, despite the positive association, the study experiences contextual and methodological gaps. The study seeks to fill these gaps by focusing on the case of M&S in the UK market and showing the extent to M&S has succeeded in implementing service quality across its stores. Ayinaddis, Taye, and Yirsaw (2023) tested the implication of customer service quality on satisfaction among a sample of 385 customers. While about 88% of customers were satisfied with the services received from frontline employees, 31 were dissatisfied while 8% were neutral. Besides, customers were satisfied because frontline teams were responsive, reliability, and swift. However, the store lacked privacy, convenience, and charged customers. 
Oyuko (2022) attempted to determine the influence of service quality of supermarkets in Kenya on customer satisfaction among a sample of 121 customers. The analysis revealed positive significant relationship between quality and satisfaction. However, the study failed to indicate the extent of service offering and satisfaction level. Similar research by De Silva et al (2022) among a sample of 153 supermarkets in Sri Lanka measured service quality among the mini supermarkets through SERVIQUAL framework. The results showed only tangibility has a strong positive effect than empathy and reliability satisfaction. However, responsiveness and assurance did not have any effect on satisfaction. However, the study experiences contextual gap of using mini supermarkets. This study seeks to fill the gap by focusing on the case of premium M&S retail store. 
Nga and Thoa (2022) sought to identify factors influencing high customer satisfaction among a sample of 261 supermarkets in Vietnam. The results show that merchandise had the strongest positive effect, followed by physical aspects and price. However, policies had no effect on satisfaction. However, results showed a failure to analyse the extent of customer satisfaction. Results will show whether service quality had a significant effect on retail performance. This study will collect data to determine the current rating of satisfaction among a sample of customers. Operationalisation of service quality will cover policy, store reliability, the ability of frontline employees to solve problems, personal interaction, and the extent to which they can interact with physical elements.   
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[bookmark: _Toc220922031]Research approach
The study will adopt a quantitative research approach to collect quantitative data through structured questionnaires (Adams, Raeside, and Khan, 2007). The data will offer a strong foundation for testing hypotheses about the relationships among different dimensions of customer service quality and satisfaction. The quantitative data will show the extent to which M&S has achieved both service quality and satisfaction. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922032]Data Collection
The study will use self-administered structured questionnaires to collect data from the targeted customers. Respondents will fill out questionnaires at their convenience (Crowther & Lancaster, 2009). Questionnaires will be distributed to customers as they exit supermarket stores, as they have recently shopped at M&S stores. Structured questionnaires will include 5-point Likert-scale items on perceptions of service quality dimensions and satisfaction. Participants will be given the opportunity to either accept printed out questionnaires or a link to URL (Google forms). Those that accept the former will send screenshot of filled questionnaires to a WhatsApp number or email. All participants will be given a period of two weeks to return filled questionnaires. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922033]Data Analysis
Descriptive and inferential statistics will be used to analyse and present the findings in tables. Descriptive statistics will indicate the mean and standard deviation of items of service quality and satisfaction. Chi-square statistics will test the association of significance between dimensions of service quality and satisfaction. Pearson Chi-Square will show statistical significance differences in frequences and observed frequencies. Moreover, the study will use multinomial logistic regression to test relationship between dimensions of service quality on satisfaction.  
[bookmark: _Toc220922034]Sampling strategy
A convenience sampling approach will be adopted to target current customers of selected stores (Saunders, Lewis, & Thornhill, 2019). Customers leaving the stores after shopping will be selected to participate in the study. Besides, they will be selected at random because they satisfy all the criteria for the targeted population, such as having shopped at the store in recent days, shopped in-store, and been served by frontline customers. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922035]Research Ethics
The study will strictly adhere to ethical considerations throughout the data collection and analysis process (Crowther & Lancaster, 2009). All participants will be allowed to give their informed consent before participating in the study (Saunders et al., 2019). They will have the right to withdraw their participation at any stage of data collection. They will be assured of confidentiality and data privacy. All collected data will be used strictly for the purposes of this study without causing any harm to participants. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922036]Data Reliability and Data Validity 
The study will enhance reliability by focusing on items that measure customer service quality and satisfaction alone. Cronbach's Alpha will be used to assess inter-item consistency reliability (Saunders et al., 2019). Items will be considered to independently measure concepts of service quality dimensions or satisfaction. Cooper and Schindler (2014) posit that studies need to support validity by ensuring that each dimension has more items that align with research objectives. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922037]Business Relevance and Practical Implications
[bookmark: _Toc220922038]Practical Significance of Proposed Research 
Customer experience leaders at M&S will use the results from this study to address complex business problems that affect satisfaction. The study aims to determine the extent to which customers perceive frontline employees' service quality. Leaders will understand the low-performing dimensions and those with the greatest impact on satisfaction. Leaders will then use them to begin a prioritisation journey, such as training, performance management, and standardisation of quality services across stores. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922039]Strategic Decision
Findings will support a better understanding of what drives satisfaction. Management can develop strategic decisions that relate to customer experience, operations across stores, and the development of frontline teams. Enhancement of service quality with a dynamic market would assist management in strengthening their efforts when engaging with customers. 
[bookmark: _Toc220922040]Applied Business Research   
The project will strengthen my understanding of how to collect data and analyse to find insights. 
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