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[bookmark: _Toc228373241]Abstract
This study critically examines the role of social media marketing in helping develop and establish the brand at UK retailer, Marks & Spencer. This research begins by considering that social media is essential for brand awareness, brand identity and brand engagement, but it cannot be done solely in order to build brand equity. In chapter 1, we establish the research problem by showing that many academics and businesses use social media performance indicators such as the number of likes, comments, shares and reach. However, these do not test whether there is a link between social media and brand performance, in terms of trust, relevance, brand perception and brand loyalty. This is a critical concern for M&S as it is a brand heritage retailer known for its brand recognition but differing brand outcomes.
In chapter 2, we review research on brand development, brand equity, customer engagement, social media marketing, brand perceptions and heritage branding. Social media is shown to allow brands to communicate, engage and interact. But it also sets out limitations. Product quality, price, value, consistency and integrity are part of creating brands. Hence, supported by the literature, we can consider social media to be an enabler but not the complete solution to building brands.
This is outlined in Chapter 3. The study takes an interpretivist epistemology, theory-based qualitative analysis, and secondary documentary analysis approach. This involves collation of data from academic journal articles and M&S's sustainability and annual reports, social media, trade publications and competitor environment. Themes are analysed to explain the way M&S defines, engages, promotes and resolves heritage tensions.
These are discussed under five themes in Chapter 4. M&S uses social media to engage customers in a manner that communicates quality, food, lifestyle, seasonal, fashion and heritage. This is most obvious in the food and seasonal themes, as these work for M&S. However, the discussion also concludes that engagement with customers doesn't lead to customer loyalty, visibility doesn't lead to brand image, and social media can't address the issues of clothing, price, experience and efficiency. The debate, therefore, shows social media is only of value in brand renewal to the extent it helps with strategic development.
The debate in Chapter 5 concludes that social media marketing contributes to the M&S brand development, but is not pivotal. The document concludes that M&S should combine social media with innovation in product, value proposition and customer influence and retrospection. In brief, this research contributes to the understanding of how social media can be used or not by heritage retailers.
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[bookmark: _Toc228373242]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc228373243]1.1 Background of the Study
Social media marketing has become an integral element in the current brand development strategy. The explosive growth in platforms like Instagram, Facebook, X and TikTok has changed the way organisations talk to consumers completely (Jamil et al., 2022). Branding is no longer limited to controlled one-way messages that are delivered through traditional media. Instead, it is becoming more about continuous interaction, dialogue and visibility within digital spaces. This change is important as consumers are now expecting brands to be present, responsive and transparent online (Ebrahim, 2020). As a result, social media marketing has moved from being a tactical promotional tool to a strategic mechanism that shapes the meaning of a brand and its value over time. Within the context of this, the retail industry has experienced some of the most intense affairs of transformation. UK retail markets are extremely competitive, with low differentiation between products, price sensitivity and quick changes in consumer tastes and preferences (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2019). Digital technologies have led to more competition as the barriers to entry are lowered and the ability for online-first brands to challenge established retailers increases. Social media platforms contribute to this pressure by making these comparisons between brands immediate and public. Retail brands are therefore required not only to promote products, but also to communicate values, personality and relevance in real time (Khan et al., 2019). Failure to do so runs the risk of a lack of visibility and consumer engagement in an increasingly cluttered digital environment.
These are more complex challenges for heritage retail brands. Organisations with long histories often have strong brand equity, built on trust, quality and familiarity. However, such strengths can transform into constraints if brands find it difficult to change the way they communicate in order to be in line with digital norms (Tajvidi et al., 2020). Social media environments favour speed, informality and interaction, and this may clash with traditional brand positioning. Heritage retailers therefore need to find a balance between continuity and change that will ensure that digital engagement enhances rather than dilutes established brand identity. This balancing act makes social media marketing a touchy strategic field, not an operational one. Marks & Spencer is an appropriate and timely case in this landscape. As one of the most established retailers in the UK, the brand has in the past relied on physical presence and traditional marketing channels (Jacobson, 2020). In recent years, however, Marks & Spencer has been losing market share and facing a rise in competition both from agile digital retailers and from changing expectations of consumers. In response, the organisation has put digital transformation front and centre, with social media marketing playing a visible part in this process. Social media platforms are now being used to communicate brand values, show off product innovation and re-engage consumers. The strategic importance of social media marketing for Marks and Spencer is that it could help in the long-term aspects of the development of the brand (Zollo et al., 2020). Beyond creating short-term engagement, social media has the potential to help brands modernise their perception, build relationships with their consumers and stay relevant in a competitive retail environment. Understanding how social media marketing helps to support these outcomes is therefore of critical importance, both to the organisation and broader discussions of brand development in the heritage retail context within the UK.
[bookmark: _Toc228373244]1.2 Research Problem Statement
Despite the mass adoption of social media marketing, a lack of understanding of how it can contribute to the long-term development of a brand exists. Existing academic studies often give priority to short-term performance indicators such as likes, shares, reach and engagement rates (Seyyedamiri and Tajrobehkar, 2021). While these metrics are useful in measuring the immediate effectiveness of campaigns, it is limited in what they can tell us about the role social media plays in deeper brand outcomes. As a result, branding is often measured as a short-term communication activity rather than a strategic process that takes place over an extended period of time. In addition to this, much of the existing research is centred around digitally native or fast-growing consumer brands (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2020). These organisations are often built for online interaction and don't have the serious historical complexity of fixed retailers. Therefore, the results from such contexts may not be fully transferable to heritage brands of retail working within established markets. This leaves a gap in how social media marketing can work in organisations that already have strong brand legacies and perceptions that are already established in the mind of the consumer (Algharabat, 2017).
There is therefore little empirical understanding of the role that social media marketing plays in enabling long-term brand development, especially in terms of brand identity, brand meaning and public perception. For heritage retailers, the brand identity is the outcome of decades of history, values and customer relationships. Social media offers new ways of being visible and interacting, which can reinforce or break down these established meanings. However, the processes by which this is done are understudied (Kasemsap, 2018). This is a specific problem for Marks & Spencer. The brand is faced with the strategic challenge of modernising the image, but keeping the fundamental heritage values related to quality, trust and reliability. Social media marketing demands to be flexible, informal and constantly engaged, contrary to traditional brand positioning. Understanding the way in which this balance is handled is critical. At an academic level, it means that this gap restricts the study of branding theory. Practically, it limits strategic guidance to established retailers (Algharabat, 2017). This study deals with this problem by focusing on social media marketing and brand development.
[bookmark: _Toc228373245]1.3 Research Aim
To critically examine the role of social media marketing in supporting brand development at Marks & Spencer within the UK retail market.
[bookmark: _Toc228373246]1.4 Research Objectives
· To explore how social media marketing is used by Marks & Spencer to communicate brand identity and values in the UK market.
· To analyse the role of social media in enhancing customer engagement and brand–consumer relationships at Marks & Spencer.
· To examine the influence of social media marketing on Marks & Spencer’s brand visibility and public brand perception.
· To critically evaluate the effectiveness of social media marketing as a tool for long-term brand development within a large, established retail brand.

[bookmark: _Toc228373247]1.5 Research Questions
· How does Marks & Spencer use social media marketing to communicate its brand identity and values in the UK?
· What role does social media marketing play in building customer engagement and brand relationships at Marks & Spencer?
· How has social media marketing influenced the brand visibility and brand perception of Marks & Spencer in the UK market?
· To what extent is social media marketing an effective tool for long-term brand development for an established retail brand?

[bookmark: _Toc228373248]1.6 Significance of the Study
This study contributes to the branding and social media marketing literature from an academic perspective in terms of addressing an underexplored context and perspective. Existing research largely explores social media results via short-term performance indicators or looks at within digitally native brands (Ardiansyah and Sarwoko, 2020). By focusing on a heritage UK retailer, the work is an expansion of branding theory within a context where brand identity is historically based and symbolically complex. The research has a contribution to make as well in shifting the focus from immediate engagement metrics to long-term processes of brand development. It looks at the impact of social media marketing on the meaning of brands, their visibility and perception over time as opposed to on a campaign basis (Cheung et al., 2021). In the process, the study adds further credence to the notion of how established brands cope with continuity and change in digital environments. This gives a more complicated picture of brand development that is compatible with current branding challenges.
From a practical point of view, the study offers value to marketing managers and brand strategists operating in the context of established retail organisations. It offers insight into how social media marketing can be used more than to promote, to facilitate brand identity and long-term positioning (Kasemsap, 2018). The findings can help managers to align digital content, tone and engagement practices with pre-existing brand values instead of racing towards visibility for its own sake. This is particularly true in the UK retail sector, where competition is high, and brand differentiation is becoming more symbolic. By bringing to the fore strategic applications of social media, the research helps to inform a more considered decision-making and minimise the risk of inconsistent or superficial digital branding (Jeswani, 2023).
At a strategic level, there is some relevance in the study to retail digital transformation agendas. It places an emphasis on social media marketing as a long-term strategic resource, and not a tactical add-on. This view argues for more joined-up transformation planning, one where digital communication forms part of joined-up transformation planning, in which digital communication ties in with organisational values and brand goals across channels (Jeswani, 2023). This relevance extends further to the policy and senior leadership decision-making within UK retail organisations in a time of digital change and rising levels of competitive pressure.
[bookmark: _Toc228373249]1.7 Overview of Research Methodology
This study is undertaken from an interpretivist research philosophy, which is an appropriate approach for reflecting the subjective and social construction of brand development. Branding and social media interactions are constructed through meanings, perception and narratives rather than being measured objectively (Wibowo and Wiangin, 2021). An interpretivist approach is therefore able to explore how brand identity and perception are communicated and represented in the form of social media content. A deductive research approach is applied, using the known theories of brand development, brand equity and social media marketing (Zeqiri et al., 2025). These theoretical perspectives, therefore, provide a framework in which to view the case of Marks & Spencer in an organised way. Rather than testing out a theory in a statistical way, the approach allows for the critical application of existing concepts in a particular organisational context.
The research strategy is qualitative document analysis. This strategy is appropriate since the study aims at understanding branding practices, communication patterns and strategic intent. Data are collected from academic journal articles, company reports and publicly available industry publications (Kasemsap, 2018). These sources provide this information with informed and credible insights on the theory and practice of social media marketing. Data analysis is completed through the use of thematic analysis. This method allows recurring patterns relating to the brand identity, engagement and perception to be systematically identified and interpreted. Overall, this approach is conducive to analysis in accordance with the aims of research.
[bookmark: _Toc228373250]1.8 Structure of the Dissertation
This dissertation will be structured in five related chapters, which, in combination, will address the research aim in a logical order. Chapter 2 will present an important critical review of the literature pertaining to the development of brand equity, social media marketing, and brand development. It will address debates concerning engagement, brand perception and heritage branding and concludes with the formulation of a conceptual framework for the study.
Chapter 3 will define the methodology of research which will be used in this dissertation. It will justify the interpretivist philosophy, deductive approach and qualitative document analysis strategy. The chapter will also describe the sources of data, procedures and ethical considerations of thematic analysis for clarity and methodological coherence.
Chapter 4 will present and analyse the results of the research. Key themes that emerge as a result of the document analysis will be discussed and critically interpreted. These findings will explicitly relate to existing literature in order to determine the contribution of social media marketing to the development of the brand at Marks & Spencer.
Finally, Chapter 5 will conclude the dissertation by summarising some of the key findings, answering the research questions and offering theoretical recommendations.



[bookmark: _Toc228373251]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc228373252]2.1 Chapter Introduction
This chapter challenges the theoretical and practical underpinnings of brand development in the retail industry, particularly in light of the recent rise in the importance of digital communication. Branding is an important source of competitive advantage, particularly in saturated markets where differentiation is based on functional and symbolic value (Oliveira et al., 2023). This chapter evaluates the role of social media in brand development, while also taking into account broader organisational and market factors that affect brand performance, particularly in light of recent issues for Marks & Spencer. It takes a critical approach, knowing that social media supports, but does not determine, on its own, the outcome of brands.
[bookmark: _Toc228373253]2.2 Brand Development and Brand Equity Foundations
[bookmark: _Toc228373254]2.2.1 Brand Development Concepts
Brand development is the process by which a firm develops, communicates and maintains a differentiated position in its market. It is a combination of brand identity, brand image, and brand equity analysis (Khoshtaria, Datuashvili and Matin, 2020). 
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Figure 1: Brand Development Concepts (Beig and Nika, 2019)
Figure 1 illustrates a structured six-step process of brand development. It highlights the progression from strategic alignment and audience understanding to positioning, messaging and execution (Beig and Nika, 2019). Brand identity is the way the organisation wants to present the brand; brand image is the way the consumers may perceive the brand. Brand equity reflects the value created by this relationship, which is often composed of loyalty, recognition, and perceived quality. In contrast to being separate and isolated, these things are interdependent (Beig and Nika, 2019). A strong identity is not a surefire guarantee for a positive image if it is not successfully and stably delivered and interpreted by consumers. Therefore, brand development is not just about the communication, but also about intention and experience, making a meeting place.
[bookmark: _Toc228373255]2.2.2 Core Drivers of Brand Development
Brand development is influenced by several factors, other than communication channels, both structural and functional in nature, and the experience. Product quality is a key driver since it directly impacts consumer trust as well as repeat buy behaviour (Cornwell, Humphreys and Kwon, 2023). Customer experience is also one of the important elements, especially in retail, where customer experience and perception are impacted by service interaction. Pricing strategy goes into the perceived value and impacts how the brand is placed in the mind of the consumer relative to other rivals. Consistency Across Touchpoints ensures that the meaning of the brand is consistent and recognisable over time (Ebrahim, 2020). Heritage, in particular for established brands, is one source of symbolic depth and credibility, but it must be carefully cultivated in order to maintain its relevance. Brand development is influenced by a combination of functional elements and symbolic elements, where communication is supportive rather than having an exclusive role. Social media might be able to amplify brand messages, but cannot compensate for weaknesses in product, service or value delivery(Iglesias, Markovic and Rialp, 2019). This calls attention to the fact that branding is multi-dimensional in nature, needs integration of performance by its operations and communication by its strategy.
[bookmark: _Toc228373256]2.3 Role of Social Media in Brand Communication
[bookmark: _Toc228373257]2.3.1 Social Media as a Communication Platform
Social media has changed brand communications from a monologue system to an interactive system (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2019). Unlike traditional media, there's two-way communication between brands and consumers where feedback is immediate and visible. Real-time interaction provides an opportunity to hype, but this is reducing the organisational control (Boukis and Christodoulides, 2020). 
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Figure 2: The Versatility of Social Media 
Source: (Boukis and Christodoulides, 2020)
Figure 2 illustrates the broad communicative role of social media and multiple organisational functions. It reinforces its position as a dynamic and interactive communication platform. Traditional channels are one-way, but social media facilitates continuous two-way interactions. It serves customer service as well as market insight generation (Boukis and Christodoulides, 2020). Consumers engage in active commenting, sharing, and reacting, which means the meaning of brands is co-created rather than fully managed. As a result, communication turns dynamic and unpredictable. Though this engagement generates a higher potential level, it also has a standby risk. because negative marketing spreads very fast.
[bookmark: _Toc228373258]2.3.2 Identity Communication
Social media is instrumental in communicating the brand Identity with storytelling, visual content and tone of voice. Brands use selected images, stories and styles of messaging to communicate values and personality. This is so that the identity can be continually reinforced across the digital touchpoints. However, identity communication over social media is not always uniform all the time (Altaf et al., 2017). The need for content updates on a regular basis could imply that the content isn't consistent, especially if brands are attempting to stay on trends over a consistent narrative. This produced an inversion reaction between relevance and consistency (Kasemsap, 2018). A message is fragmented, and so the intended identity is not necessarily the perception of the consumer. Therefore, identity communication requires strategic control even for the flexible digital spaces.
[bookmark: _Toc228373259]2.3.3 Brand Visibility and Reach
One of the main purposes of social media is to attract more visibility of the brand through an algorithmically-driven visibility process and the distribution of content. Platforms prioritise the content based on engagement, relevance and user behaviour, and therefore brands are able to reach large audiences in an efficient way. This results in high awareness building and audience expansion opportunities (Martínez and Nishiyama, 2019). However, being visible is not a guarantee for positive brand results. Social media raises the visibility of brand messages, but does not guarantee the message interpretation of audiences (BBC News, 2025). Increased exposure could result in different expression and interpretation, based on the context and expectations of the audience (Kasemsap, 2018). This brings an important limitation: that this communication does not mean controlling. Brands can spread their message far and wide, but cannot completely control how their messages are received, cognised, or appraised by the consumer.
[bookmark: _Toc228373260]2.4 Customer Engagement and Brand Relationships
[bookmark: _Toc228373261]2.4.1 Dimensions of Customer Engagement
Customer engagement is one of the main roads to building consumer relationships with brands through digital channels. It is generally taken to be a multidimensional construct with cognitive, emotional and behavioural aspects. Cognitive engagement is the extent of consumer attention and processing consumers use to process brand content (France, Davcik and Kazandjian, 2025; Khan et al., 2019). 
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Figure 3: Dimensions of Customer Engagement
Source: (MOREIRA, FORTES and SANTIAGO, 2017)
 Figure 3 illustrates the multidimensional nature of customer engagement, encompassing behavioural, cognitive and emotional components. It contributes to key relational outcomes such as trust, satisfaction, commitment and loyalty. This highlights that engagement is not a singular construct but a complex process.  These different forms of interaction influence brand relationships in distinct ways (MOREIRA, FORTES and SANTIAGO, 2017). Emotional involvement represents the extent of the enjoyment aspect, attachment or identification to the brand. Behavioural engagement refers to visible behavioural activities, such as likes, comments and sharing content. These dimensions are interlinked and together determine the consumer's experience of the brand. However, engagement should not be thought of as a homogenous result (MOREIRA, FORTES and SANTIAGO, 2017). The formation of depth of connection and long-term relationships does not necessarily accompany the existence of interaction.
[bookmark: _Toc228373262]2.4.2 Engagement and Relationship Formation
Social media enables interaction between brands and consumers to be constant, which may contribute to the development of relationships over time. Repetition of exposure and contact may increase skill through familiarity and bring positive associations (Momen, Sultana and Haque, 2020). However, more important than the quantity is the quality of engagement. High engagement metrics may show visibility and not the true brand attachment, and this is the difference between interaction and the strength of the relationship. For example, a user might like or comment on content, but they are not developing trust and loyalty towards the brand. Engagement can be shallow (Khan et al., 2019). Especially if it is entertainment-based and not actually meaningful
From an analytical point of view, engagement should be viewed as a potential indicator and not as a direct measure of the strength of the relationship. Brands are left with asking themselves whether or not interactions trigger increased cognitive and emotional commitment, or are mere expressions of momentary attention (Cheung et al., 2021). Therefore, building a good relationship with the brand takes more than building interaction. On one hand, it takes a balance between matching engagement strategies with brand meaning consistency and on the other, delivery of value beyond digital engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc228373263]2.5 Limitations of Social Media in Brand Development
[bookmark: _Toc228373264]2.5.1 Structural Limitations of Social Media
Social media is considered a major tool at the centre of modern-day branding. However, its role is limited in an inherent way, once it is wished to be considered alone (Ardiansyah and Sarwoko, 2020). While this is good for communication and interaction, it does not directly control the core elements that define the value of a brand. Product quality, service delivery and pricing strategy still remain the biggest determinants of consumer satisfaction and long-term loyalty (Momen, Sultana and Haque, 2020). Social media is capable of communication of value, but it cannot create value by itself. This is a structural weakness, as communications channels depend on the operational performance. While social media makes communication with a brand easier, it doesn't remove some of the most basic factors that determine the value of brands, such as the performance of the product and customer experience.
[bookmark: _Toc228373265]2.5.2 Risks and Strategic Tensions
As well as strategic risks, there are also several risks to the usage of social media. One of the major things we worry about is inconsistency, where the need for the frequency of content may mean fractured messaging. This can attack the brand strength in the long run. Another risk is backlash, where negative reactions can add fuel to it and can escalate quickly because of the public and interactive nature of platforms (Ishaq, 2021). In addition, brands may participate in performative branding, in which messages are ostensibly socially or culturally in tune but not backed by their actual practices. This can lead to if the gap between communication and reality is seen by the consumers can cause damage in terms of credibility (Zeqiri et al., 2025). These risks mean that social media makes both good and bad great, and does not solve any underlying problem.

[bookmark: _Toc228373266]2.5.3 Critical Perspective on Effectiveness
On one hand, social media plays well at the level of creating awareness and visibility for a brand. It allows brands to reach large audiences and be there all the time. On the other hand, it is incapable of ensuring trust, loyalty or attachments to the brand over a long period of time (Phung, Ly and Nguyen, 2019). These outcomes are dependent on the reliability of the delivery of value other than communication. Therefore, social media should be seen as an assist mechanism within a larger branding mechanism and not the entire answer to brands and brand development.
[bookmark: _Toc228373267]2.6 Marks & Spencer: Decline, Challenges and Strategic Context
[bookmark: _Toc228373268]2.6.1 Evidence of Decline
Marks & Spencer has been plagued with poor performance for a long time, and specifically within their clothing axis. This decline indicates the breadth of structural changes in the retail environment, and not the short-term fluctuation (Parris and Guzmán, 2023). The brand has come up against more and more competition from fast fashion companies like Zara and H&M, which sell on-trend products at competitive prices. In addition, the online-first retailers have solidified their position in the market game of convenience and quick product cycles. One consequence of these changes has been a reduction in the competitiveness of Marks & Spencer, especially in the eyes of the younger consumer (Schmidt and Baumgarth, 2018). The brand traditionally targeted an older demographic, and this doesn't make as much sense in a market that is worried about appealing to younger, internet-savvy audiences. As a result, the company's position in the market has been undermined with respect to its more flexible and able to follow trends competitors.
[bookmark: _Toc228373269]2.6.2 Strategic Challenges
The lack of performance in Marks & Spencer is symptomatic of wider strategic problems. One problem stands out - digital transformation - where the company has fallen behind its competitors in adapting to online retail and digital engagement. This has had an impact on visible as well as customer interaction within digital environments (Pina and Dias, 2021). Another challenge is the repositioning of brands. Marks & Spencer has something of a balancing act to do, which is keeping its existing heritage together and making it look modern and relevant. The traditional brand value and fulfilling changing expectations of customers can be a challenge, as that creates tension between them. Consumers are now demanding not only quality but also speed, convenience and the contemporary style (Theurer et al., 2018). Marks & Spencer's underperformance is symptomatic of a greater problem with keeping brands relevant in a fast-moving and digital-led retail world. This disconnect between heritage identity and modern expectations means that brand communication really is not enough without an alignment with wider strategic and operational change.
[bookmark: _Toc228373270]2.7 Formulation of Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework of the study is developed in view of the consideration and integration of key constructs that have been identified in the literature, which include social media marketing, brand identity communication, customer engagement, brand perception and brand development (Wibowo and Wiangin, 2021). These constructs are not regarded as individually as independent variables but rather as a combination of these constructs in terms of processes affecting the outcome of the brand. The framework constitutes an ordered interpretation of the position that social media plays in the development of brands in a determined organisational context (Šerić, Ozretić-Došen and Škare, 2020). Social media marketing is the primary communication channel that can be utilised to express identities and interact with consumers. Through consistent messaging, storytelling and visual representation, brands communicate their intended identity, which influences consumers' interpretation of brand meaning (Khan et al., 2019). Customer engagement is conceptualised as a mediating process, in which cognitive, emotional and behavioural interactions influence the depth of brand relationships. However, it is not just enough to do engagement because the impact of engagement is dependent on the quality and the consistency of communication.
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Figure 4: Conceptual Framework for Social Media Brand Development (Made by Author)
Brand perception is the outcome of the process of communication and engagement. It is how audiences interpret the brand messages within broader market and cultural contexts. Importantly, the framework recognises that social media works in conjunction with other structural factors, including product quality, service experience and pricing strategy Algharabat, 2017). These factors influence the perception of communicated messages as being credible or not. The framework is thus a critical perspective, and social media is viewed as an enabling tool, rather than a means of brand development in and of itself (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2019). This integrated structure ensures the correspondence between the research objectives, theoretical foundation and analytical way employed in this study.
[bookmark: _Toc228373271]2.8 Linking Social Media to Marks & Spencer’s Strategic Issues
Social media can be put in place to be a strategic tool to support (not replace) wider brand development efforts. In the case of Marks & Spencer, a few important challenges can be partially overcome by digital communication (Theodora, 2021). The ageing of the customer base creates the demand to appeal to the younger customer, and social media creates the accessibility to the younger and more digitally active customers. With the use of visual content and messages in modern languages, the brand can try to renew itself. Similarly, low levels of engagement can be improved through mediums such as comments and participation of the users (BBC News, 2025). However, these results depend on the success of using social media. Poor implementation is not necessarily making a difference, though activity levels are on the increase.
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Figure 5: Linking Social Media to Marks & Spencer’s Strategic Issues 
Source: Made by Author, Data from (Theodora, 2021; BBC News, 2025; Parris and Guzmán, 2023)
While social media does provide the opportunity to be visible and interact with, it does not facilitate underlying strategic issues on its own. Weak brand relevance is impossible to correct through communications alone if product offerings as well as customer experience aren't in line with consumer expectations (Parris and Guzmán, 2023). Social media holds the potential to support Marks & Spencer's strategic renewal, but this will be dependent on the ability to align with wider organisational capabilities and positioning of the brand. Therefore, social media should be accepted as an enabling mechanism for a wider and better strategic environment rather than a single solution for brand development.
[bookmark: _Toc228373272]2.9 Synthesis of Literature and Research Gap
There is limited understanding of how social media contributes to long-term brand meaning in heritage retail contexts such as M&S. This chapter has critically reviewed the foundations of brand development and the role of social media in this process. It has been established that brand development is multi-dimensional and cannot be explained by communication in itself (Tasci, 2021). Social media serves a supporting role in making the brand more visible and interactive, but does not determine the brand's fate. The analysis also highlighted the strategic issues that Marks & Spencer experienced, especially of staying relevant in a changing retail environment (Schmidt and Baumgarth, 2018). These insights form the conceptual basis for the next chapter, as it describes the methodology of research that was conducted to probe the issues further. 

[bookmark: _Toc228373273]2.10 Chapter Summary
This chapter has provided a critical analysis of the bases of brand development as well as the position of social media in such a process. It has been established that the development of brands is not multi-dimensional and also cannot be explained by means of communication only. Social media is an aiding tool in order to facilitate visibility and interaction, but it in no way dictates the results of a brand (Theodora, 2021). The analysis also highlighted the strategic issues facing Marks & Spencer, specifically the critical issues of operating relevance in a changing retail environment. It is these insights that provide the conceptual basis for the next chapter, in which the research methodology to further examine these issues is described.


[bookmark: _Toc228373274]Chapter 3: Research Methodology 
[bookmark: _Toc228373275]3.1 Introduction to the Methodology 
The methodology framework that will be used to tackle the research aim and objectives is elaborated in this chapter. Methodology is critical in branding research due to the fact that brand development and social media interactions are influenced by interpretation, context and meaning and not simply by objective measurement (Saunders et al., 2023). The selected methodology is in line with the conceptual framework as it will allow analysing relationships between social media marketing, brand identity, engagement and perception. This chapter provides the justification of the research philosophy, approach and strategy, selection of case procedure, data collection and analysis procedure (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). Ethical issues, constraints and the time span are also addressed. These elements make up the basis of methodological transparency.
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Figure 6: Research Onion Model
Source: (Saunders et al., 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc228373276]3.2 Research Philosophy and Ontological Position
[bookmark: _Toc228373277]3.2.1 Ontology and Epistemology
This study takes the interpretive ontological stance, which sees branding as a socially constructed reality. Brand meaning exists not independently of consumers, organisations or media contexts. Instead, it is built through incessant contact, communication and interpretation. Social media takes this process and escalates it because it allows multiple actors to agitate and to challenge the brand narratives in a public way (Saunders et al., 2023). As a result, there is no one fixed brand reality, but multiple interpretations, which co-exist and change with time. An epistemological perspective that is largely consistent with such an ontological perspective recognises that knowledge about brands is produced through knowing of meanings as opposed to measuring objective facts (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). Insight is thus reached on the interpretation of texts, narratives and representations. This position supports the analysis of branding as a dynamic process, which is context, cultural and discourse-based, which is the central point of analysis where social media marketing is concerned within a heritage retail setting.
[bookmark: _Toc228373278]3.2.2 Interpretivist Research Philosophy
A theory-guided interpretive (not hypothesis testing) research philosophy is taken to gain insight into the contribution of social media marketing to the development of a brand (Saunders et al., 2023). This approach is appropriate since the study is all about meanings, perceptions and relationships and not about causation. Brand identity, engagement and perception cannot be measured quantitatively - and are more subjective in nature. Interpretivism enables the analysis of the importance of the practices of branding communications and interpretations in specific organisational contexts, as important in heritage-specific brands (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). In contrast, positivism is focused on the aspects of measurement and generalisation, where, at a certain point, it may not consider symbolism and context in branding. An interpretivist position can create opportunities for more engagement with these complexities and help facilitate qualitative document analysis for social media narratives. It provides for comparing the aim of research and analytical strategy (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). Furthermore, it becomes a spur to reflexivity whereby the realisation that organisational communications is the outcome of explanatory intentions and contextual constraints and generates contextually grounded practical insights.
[bookmark: _Toc228373279]3.3 Research Approach: Deductive Reasoning
This research is based on the deductive research approach to the analysis of the role of social media marketing in the development of brands. Deduction is appropriate as the research is based on established theories of brand development, brand equity and customer engagement (Saunders et al., 2023). These theories provide an ordered method of analysing the branding practices of a certain organisational context. Rather than establish any new theories, the study aims to take existing theories and apply them to interpret actual branding activity in the real world. The deductive methodology supports the qualitative methodologies, which examine the theory as a basis for analysis (Rashid et al., 2019). The conceptual framework in Chapter 2 draws on the selection of data, thematic coding that will help ensure that the data selected and viewed is aligned with the research objectives, and coherence will be improved in terms of analysis. Whilst the inductive approaches are useful within the context of exploring research, brand and social media are already well-developed fields. Deduction makes it possible for critical evaluation of the application of such theories to a heritage brand context (Rashid et al., 2019). It is also consistent with the philosophy of interpretivism, as theory-informed interpretation can be done without statistical testing, which means there is meaningful and structured analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc228373280]3.4 Research Design and Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc228373281]3.4.1 Qualitative Research Design
This research incorporates the use of a qualitative research design in understanding the role of social media marketing in the development of brands. A qualitative approach is appropriate since the research focuses on meaning, interpretation and context rather than measurement (Saunders et al., 2023). Brand identity, engagement and perception are all subjective constructs that are created through communication and experience. Quantitative designs tend to reduce, or boil down these ideas into variables, and as a result, it limits understanding of how branding actually works in practice (Lock and Seele, 2015). Qualitative research enables more exploration of the ways in which brand meaning is produced and distributed in social media spaces. The reason why branding research benefits from qualitative research is that brands are symbolic and relational. Understanding how social media content is representative of organisational values and shaped the way individuals interpreted these values requires attention to language, tone and narrative (Lock and Seele, 2015). A qualitative design can make it possible for these elements to be analysed holistically. This is especially the case in heritage retail brands, where history is part of how the brand communicates and how the brand is perceived. The design therefore provides for alignment between the research aim, the conceptual framework and analytical focus.
[bookmark: _Toc228373282]3.4.2 Document Analysis Strategy
Document analysis is adopted as the emphasis as a central approach to research. This methodology entails the systematic analysis of extant textual and visual sources to produce an understanding of practices in the organisation (Welch et al., 2019). For the purpose of this study, the analysis of the document is applicable given the way social media branding is publicly communicated in the form of corporate reports, marketing and digital materials. These posts are narratives of branding intentions and strategic intent, and as such, are good for analysis.
There are a number of advantages in using secondary qualitative data. It is a way of gaining access to the real communication of branding without consequent behaviour change as a result of intervention by a researcher. It additionally encourages analysis throughout a variety of sources to promote context (Snyder, 2019). Interviews or surveys could not be used as they are centred on self-reported perceptions, which could differ from actual branding practices. Primary methods also have access and response biases, as well as problems analysing historical and strategic branding narratives. Document analysis can be used for critical comparison between the intended brand identity and the communicated messages. It supports the theory-guided interpretation and, at the same time, is a robust methodologically (Li et al., 2021). For an interpretivist, the focus of a deductive study of long-term brand development, for instance, the analysis of documents will provide a good balance between depth on the one hand and credibility and feasibility on the other.
[bookmark: _Toc228373283]3.5 Case Study Selection: Marks & Spencer
Marks & Spencer is chosen as a single case study because of the nature of rich contextual insight of social media branding within a heritage retail organisation. Single cases are appropriate to enable building analytical understanding, rather than statistical generalisation (Snyder, 2019). Marks & Spencer promises an interesting - if theoretically relevant - case to explore branding with a more mature retail. The brand has the right to qualify as a heritage retailer on account of a long history, the established identity and positive links with trust and quality. These features are part of digital adaptation's complexity, given the opportunities brought by social media as well as the risks. This allows the communication and reinterpretation of the heritage values to be analysed in the digital environments (Welch et al., 2019). The UK retail sector also further helps in this choice, as it's very competitive and tuned with the upcoming time digitally. Marks & Spencer works under high pressure to be relevant (BBC News, 2025). A single-case approach provides the opportunity for in-depth analysis to ensure matching of theory and empirical insight, whilst maintaining a firm level of contextual relevance.
[bookmark: _Toc228373284]3.6 Data Collection Methods and Sources
[bookmark: _Toc228373285]3.6.1 Data Sources
Data for this study are taken from several secondary sources to support the depth and credibility of the analysis. Peer-reviewed academic journals provide theoretical bases and empirical information about brand development, social media marketing and engagement (Saunders et al., 2023). Corporate reports that are published by Marks & Spencer are making official branding stories, strategic priorities and digital transformation discourse available to us. Industry publications add to the collection of understanding of UK retail trends/competitive pressures (Li et al., 2021). Public social media communications of posts and campaigns are observable practices of branding rather than stated intentions. Using different sources allows it to discuss not only the conceptual views, but also the organisational expressions which are important in interpretive branding research (Welch et al., 2022). These sources may be combined to make it possible to compare the intended positioning of the brand versus external communication as preclinical and as external communication. This breadth helps to support more richness of interpretation of branding practices in a complex retail environment (Welch et al., 2022). It is also less likely to encourage over-reliance upon corporate self-representation. This balance is needed when it comes to strategic branding statements. Such alignment improves the theoretical application. And, she makes for better interpretive consistency.
[bookmark: _Toc228373286]3.6.2 Data Collection Procedure
There was a systematic and transparent process for the data collection. Relevant documents were identified using predefined keywords, using the research objectives and conceptual framework. Sources were screened for irrelevance and credibility (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). temporal appropriateness to recent branding activity. Documents were categorised based on the source type so that they could be analysed in a structured way. Cross-source triangulation was utilised through the comparison of academic understandings, corporate stories and industry interpretations. This reduced this reliance on a single point of view and enhanced analytical strength. The method used ensures that the selection of data supports consistent interpretation and analysis guided by theory. Such rigour is important for qualitative research for which validity is a matter of coherence and not replication (Welch et al., 2022). It is a process that therefore lends credence to the findings presented in Chapter Four. Clear documentation of steps adds to the transparency and is able to be academically scrutinised. Such would be especially relevant in the case of secondary data analysis. Overall, though, the way of handling is systematic.

[bookmark: _Toc228373287]3.7 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Inclusion and exclusion criteria ensure the methodological rigour and minimise selection bias. Inclusion criteria were focused on relevance, credibility and situational fit. Sources which were required to deal with branding or social media marketing are in the retail or closely related consumer sectors (Lock and Seele, 2015). Priority was given to studies focusing on the UK in order to ensure that the research context and case selection were maintained. Peer-reviewed academic journal articles and credible industry reports were included to ensure analytical reliability (Lock and Seele, 2015). Literature dating from after 2015 was prioritised to reflect recent developments in the social media platforms as well as digital branding practices, where seminal works are used in limited measure, wherever conceptually necessary.
Exclusion criteria were an equally important process in the development of the data set. Studies that were not conducted in the retail environment were excluded because the dynamics of branding differ widely across different industries (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). Purely technical research interested in understanding social media algorithms or how the platform should be designed was not considered, as this does not relate to branding and consumer meaning. Opinion-based articles, blog posts and non-peer-reviewed representations were excluded in an effort to avoid unsubstantiated claims and commercial prejudice. Sources with no obvious methodological transparency were also excluded (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). Applying the following criteria has ensured that selected materials were a direct help to the research objectives and conceptual framework; This disciplined approach gives to the validity of the findings strength and supports credibility to the interpretation in subsequent analysis stages thereafter.

[bookmark: _Toc228373288]3.8 Time Horizon
This study assumes a cross-sectional time frame to study the social media branding practices at a given time. The focus is on recent branding activity based on the current digital environments and platforms’ dynamics. A longitudinal design was not undertaken as the research is based on the secondary collection of qualitative data and aims to seek analytical depth as opposed to measuring over time (Rashid et al., 2019). Long-term causal change is impossible to reliably establish from extant documents. A cross-sectional approach is therefore appropriate for the interpretation of branding narratives, engagement patterns and perception cues as they appear currently. This temporal choice is in the context of the qualitative document analysis strategy undertaken in this study.

[bookmark: _Toc228373289]3.9 Data Analysis Technique: Thematic Analysis
Qualitative data collected for this study’s thematic analysis will be used to analyse the data. This technique is suitable because of the fact that it offers a way wherein one can interpret meanings embedded within texts in a systematic way while being flexible to the context (Saunders et al., 2023). The analysis is theory-guided and is not purely of an inductive nature because it makes sure that it fulfils the conceptual framework and research objectives.
The coding process was a structured process. Initially, documents were read several times in order to be familiar with the content and the context of the documents themselves. Open coding was then conducted to specifically identify portions of text that were relevant towards social media marketing, brand identity, engagement and perception (Li et al., 2021). These codes were informed by theoretical constructs and did not just arise arbitrarily. This eliminated as much as possible the problem of analytical drift and guaranteed correspondence to the deductive research approach. Codes that have conceptual similarity were then grouped close together, and patterns could subsequently be found across sources (Welch et al., 2019). Theme development was the process of developing these patterns into higher-level analytical themes. Themes were taken into consideration in light of relevance to the conceptual framework and explanatory value. This process of making sure that themes were relationships and not isolated observations. The last themes too directly went along key framework components, which include but are not limited to identity, communication, engagement quality and brand perception outcomes.
The conceptual framework served as an analytical lens during the process of interpretation rather than a hard template. Data was evaluated to identify the extent to which the empirical evidence supported, refined or challenged postulated relationships (Snyder, 2019). This approach allowed one to interact seriously with the theoretical thing and still keep one's feet on the ground by grounding in observed branding practices. Thematic analysis, therefore, supported meaningful synthesis of data and theory in order to offer a robust interpretation of the data in Chapter Four.

[bookmark: _Toc228373290]3.10 Ethical Considerations
The research project is based on secondary data gathered from publicly available sources that minimise the ethical risk. No human subjects are involved, and no personal and sensitive data are obtained. This eliminates the issues of consent, confidentiality or harm (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). Ethical responsibility is therefore only concerned with the responsible use of data and academic integrity. All sources are critically evaluated, accurately represented and properly referenced so that they do not misinterpret, nor are they plagiarised. Corporate documents and public communications are not taken at face value and are analysed in the context (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). By maintaining transparency, fairness and rigorous referencing practices, the study is conducted following the accepted ethical standards of postgraduate research.
3.11 Research Limitations and Methodological Constraints
There are several methodological limitations that need to be acknowledged in this study. Reliance on the secondary data confines access to the direct views of the consumers and decision-making within the organisations (Li et al., 2021). As a result, interpretations are made of represented documents and not lived experiences. The qualitative design also restricts the causations between the social media activity and the consequent development or results on the brands. Findings, therefore affect relationships and patterns and not measurable effects. These constraints are diminished through careful source selection, cross-source triangulation and theory-guided analysis (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). Multiple types of data decrease bias and make data more interpretable. Awareness of such limitations leads to reticent conclusions with preservation of analytical value in the perspective aspect of this study situation.
[bookmark: _Toc228373291]3.12 Chapter Summary
This chapter has presented a consistent methodological framework which is consistent with the research target and conceptual framework. An interpretivist philosophy, deductive approach and qualitative document analysis strategy were justified as appropriate to explore social media branding in a heritage retail context (Rashid et al., 2019). Clear procedures in terms of the selection in case collection, inclusion criteria and thematic data analysis can help improve transparency and rigour. Ethical considerations and limitations were considered to help in the credible interpretation. Together, these methodological choices make it possible to systematically analyse the engagement and perception of brand identities (Lock and Seele, 2015). The study is thus in a position to come up with meaningful insights. The next chapter presents findings and discussion that were developed based on this methodological foundation.



[bookmark: _Toc228373292]Chapter 4: Findings, Analysis and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc228373293]4.1 Chapter Introduction
This chapter provides secondary data analysis (documents) and links theories of social media marketing, engagement and brand, to UK retailer Marks & Spencer. It addresses the research aim by examining the role social media plays in helping M&S create a long-term brand, rather than a campaign (Casidy, Prentice and Wymer, 2019). M&S is an old-fashioned retailer needing to be evaluated in terms of social media, including its heritage, modernisation, engagement and relevance. This is essential given that group turnover rose to £13.9 billion in 2024/25 with improved Food growth of 9.1% vs the Fashion, Home and Beauty (FHB) growth of 3.5%, showing the need for brand ability. The chapter, therefore, evaluates the positives and negatives (outlined below with a focus on five areas: identity, engagement, visibility, strategy and heritage). Dialogic practice combines theory with M&S evidence to determine the use of social media (Gorbatov et al., 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc228373294]4.2 Overview of Data and Analytical Process
This chapter references four secondary sources, so the new knowledge is rooted in fact. First, the 50 journal articles mentioned above provided an overview: brands involve, communicate, are perceived, visible, constrained and also conflict with their heritage. Second, the perspectives were applied to M&S corporate communications. This is important in that M&S has grouped sales for 2024/25 of £13.9 billion, with Food up 8.7% but Fashion, Home and Beauty up 3.5% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This shows the stage of development. Third, the social media materials of M&S have been examined for Food, Fashion, Seasonal, Lifestyle and "User-Generated" Content. These convey M&S's efforts to position itself as a quality, novel and traditional store. Fourth, resources from the industry, media and competitors were analysed to see if M&S is competitive with Zara, H&M, Next, Tesco, Sainsbury's and the online retailers (Iglesias, Markovic and Rialp, 2019). This was achieved by combining M & S' evidence. For each of the themes, statements were made about what M&S is doing, why they are doing it, if and how they are doing it and what M&S should do better. So theory was "used", not "described", in explaining the results of brand development and offering evaluative findings in this chapter.
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Figure 7: M&S online growth within the UK
Source: (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a)
Figure 7 provides an overview of Marks & Spencer’s online growth trends. It illustrates fluctuations in digital activity and market engagement over time. The data indicates periods of significant growth around 2020–2022. This increase cannot be attributed solely to social media marketing efforts. It reflects a combination of external factors like accelerated digital adoption during the COVID-19 period, with M&S’s broader digital transformation initiatives (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). From a social media perspective, the data suggests that increased online visibility and engagement may support brand presence. They do not necessarily translate into sustained growth. This reinforces the study’s argument that social media marketing functions as an enabling mechanism rather than a primary driver of long-term brand development.
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	Author(s) & Year
	Source / Journal
	Core Focus
	Methodology / Approach
	Relevance to This Study

	Aguinis et al. (2022)
	Journal of International Business Studies
	Methodological challenges
	Conceptual review
	Supports research design critique

	Algharabat (2017)
	Kybernetes
	Social media marketing and brand love
	Quantitative study
	Explains limits of emotional engagement

	Altaf et al. (2017)
	Journal of Islamic Marketing
	Brand equity through experience
	Empirical study
	Highlights role of experience beyond social media

	Ardiansyah & Sarwoko (2020)
	JEMA: Jurnal Ilmiah Bidang Akuntansi dan Manajemen
	Social media marketing and purchase decisions
	Mediation analysis
	Links awareness to behavioural outcomes

	BBC News (2025)
	BBC News
	Marks & Spencer performance context
	Industry report
	Provides organisational context

	Beig & Nika (2019)
	Vision: The Journal of Business Perspective
	Brand experience and brand equity
	Conceptual study
	Supports experience-based branding limitations

	Boukis & Christodoulides (2020)
	European Management Review
	Drivers of brand equity
	Empirical study
	Highlights internal brand factors

	Casidy et al. (2019)
	Journal of Strategic Marketing
	Brand identity and performance
	Quantitative study
	Supports identity-performance link

	Cheung et al. (2020)
	Asia Pacific Journal of Marketing and Logistics
	Social media marketing and engagement
	Empirical study
	Key engagement theory foundation

	Cheung et al. (2019)
	International Journal of Economics and Business Research
	Social media marketing and brand awareness
	Conceptual model
	Supports awareness-building role

	Cheung et al. (2021)
	Australasian Marketing Journal
	Social media marketing and value co-creation
	Empirical study
	Shows limits of co-creation

	Cornwell et al. (2023)
	Journal of Advertising
	Shared brand equity
	Conceptual study
	Expands understanding of brand equity

	Ebrahim (2020)
	Journal of Relationship Marketing
	Trust, brand equity, and loyalty
	Empirical study
	Highlights trust gap in social media contexts

	Filieri et al. (2019)
	Journal of Brand Management
	Cultural dimensions of brand equity
	Empirical study
	Explains perception complexity

	France et al. (2025)
	Journal of Business Research
	Digital brand equity
	Conceptual study
	Frames limitations of digital branding

	Gorbatov et al. (2021)
	Personnel Psychology
	Personal brand equity
	Scale development
	Highlights identity complexity

	Iglesias et al. (2019)
	Journal of Business Research
	Sensory brand experience and equity
	Empirical study
	Links experience to brand equity

	Ishaq (2021)
	International Journal of Market Research
	Green brand equity
	Empirical study
	Extends perception frameworks

	Jacobson (2020)
	Journal of Product and Brand Management
	Personal branding in social media
	Qualitative study
	Shows identity instability

	Jamil et al. (2022)
	Frontiers in Psychology
	Social media marketing and customer intention
	Empirical study
	Demonstrates behavioural gaps

	Jeswani (2023)
	Irish Interdisciplinary Journal of Science and Research
	Importance of social media marketing
	Conceptual study
	Reflects general assumptions of social media impact

	Kasemsap (2018)
	Social Media Marketing (Book Chapter)
	Global role of social media marketing
	Conceptual discussion
	Provides broad theoretical framing

	Khan et al. (2019)
	Sustainability
	Social media marketing and customer response
	Empirical study
	Supports engagement critique

	Khoshtaria et al. (2020)
	Journal of Marketing for Higher Education
	Brand equity dimensions
	Empirical study
	Highlights complexity of brand equity

	Li et al. (2021)
	Journal of International Business Studies
	Methodological challenges in research
	Conceptual study
	Supports research design justification

	Lock & Seele (2015)
	Business Ethics: A European Review
	Content analysis methodology
	Methodological study
	Supports analytical method

	Martínez & Nishiyama (2019)
	International Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Administration
	Corporate social responsibility and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Shows external influences on perception

	Momen et al. (2020)
	Global Knowledge, Memory and Communication
	Digital branding and brand image
	Empirical study
	Supports communication role

	Moreira et al. (2017)
	Journal of Business Economics and Management
	Sensory branding
	Empirical study
	Highlights non-digital influences

	Oliveira et al. (2023)
	Marketing Intelligence and Planning
	Brand equity measurement
	Conceptual study
	Supports evaluation limitations

	Parris & Guzmán (2023)
	Journal of Product and Brand Management
	Evolution of branding concepts
	Conceptual study
	Extends branding theory

	Phung et al. (2019)
	Journal of Business Research
	Authenticity and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Supports heritage brand tension

	Pina & Dias (2021)
	Journal of Brand Management
	Brand experience and equity
	Empirical study
	Highlights experiential factors

	Ragab & Arisha (2017)
	Management and Organizational Studies
	Research methodology
	Conceptual study
	Supports methodological framework

	Rashid et al. (2019)
	International Journal of Qualitative Methods
	Case study method
	Methodological study
	Supports research strategy

	Saunders et al. (2023)
	Pearson (Research Methods for Business Students)
	Research methodology framework
	Conceptual study
	Guides research design

	Schmidt & Baumgarth (2018)
	Journal of Brand Management
	Internal brand equity
	Empirical study
	Highlights internal alignment need

	Šerić et al. (2020)
	European Management Journal
	Communication consistency
	Empirical study
	Supports identity consistency issues

	Seyyedamiri & Tajrobehkar (2021)
	International Journal of Emerging Markets
	Social content marketing
	Empirical study
	Shows limitations of content-driven marketing

	Snyder (2019)
	Journal of Business Research
	Literature review methodology
	Conceptual study
	Supports review approach

	Tajvidi et al. (2020)
	Journal of Business Research
	Social media and co-creation
	Empirical study
	Supports engagement limitations

	Tasci (2021)
	International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
	Brand perception
	Conceptual study
	Explains perception instability

	Theodora (2021)
	International Journal of Social Science and Business
	Integrated marketing communication and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Supports communication role

	Theurer et al. (2018)
	International Journal of Management Reviews
	Employer branding
	Conceptual study
	Expands branding perspective

	Welch et al. (2022)
	Journal of International Business Studies
	Case study theory
	Conceptual study
	Supports methodological approach

	Welch et al. (2019)
	Research Methods in International Business (Book Chapter)
	Case study theorisation
	Conceptual study
	Supports theoretical framework

	Wibowo & Wiangin (2021)
	Sustainability
	Customer behaviour and social media marketing
	Empirical study
	Links marketing to behaviour

	Zeqiri et al. (2025)
	Marketing Intelligence and Planning
	Social media marketing impact
	Empirical study
	Supports awareness-engagement link

	Zollo et al. (2020)
	Journal of Business Research
	Social media marketing and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Core theoretical foundation

	Beig and Nika (2019)
	Vision: The Journal of Business Perspective
	Brand experience and brand equity
	Conceptual and empirical analysis
	Highlights role of experience beyond social media


Table 1: Summary of Analysed Documents

[bookmark: _Toc228373295]4.2.3 Analytical Approach
Thematic analysis was used to analyse the data based on a structured coding process. The initial open coding displayed the common tendencies in terms of identity communication, interaction, and perception. These codes were then clustered into bigger themes, which were guided by the conceptual framework created in Chapter 2. This approach, which is based on theory, ensures analytical coherence; however, with limitations. The presence of predefined concepts can rule out the surprise findings or other forms of interpretation. The analysis is done in an interpretative, not a definitive way. It will be simply guidance and not a strict paradigm in the sense that results can be used to rectify or nullify the prevailing theoretical assumptions.
The thematic analysis has concluded that five themes are interlinked. It explains why social media marketing contributes to and limits the expansion of the brand to Marks and Spencer. The first theme is brand identity communication, which discusses how M&S is projecting quality, food appeal, lifestyle, heritage and fashion relevance onto the digital platform. However, it proves that the thematic heritage identity and the digital identity in the present-day conflict (Cornwell, Humphreys and Kwon, 2023). The second theme, customer engagement and the depth of relationship, indicates that likes, comments and interaction with the campaign do not imply that the customer is immensely loyal. At M&S, the incentive of involvement is more related to food and content of seasonal nature than it is to connections with the brand.
The third theme, brand visibility and public perception, focuses on the fact that social media will make M&S more visible, but it will not necessarily be positively perceived. Relevance of the product, price, service and facing comparison with the rivals remain in the thought of the customer; they still affect customer judgement (France, Davcik and Kazandjian, 2025). The fourth theme, structural and strategic constraints, reveals that social media per se cannot do more than solve bigger problems, such as repositioning clothes, perception of value and omnichannel experience. The fifth theme is modernisation of heritage brands, a theme that is about how M&S will have to update its image without altering the authenticity of the brand (Ebrahim, 2020). These results are further categorised into a thematic coding scheme that comprises themes, sub-themes and evidence. It mediates between the body of knowledge and that which is specific to M&S, but admits that the meaning is still a subjective, context-sensitive interpretation.

	Theme
	Sub-Theme
	Description
	Example From Data (With Reference)

	Social Media As Brand Identity Communication
	Visual storytelling
	Use of imagery and curated content to express brand values
	M&S uses lifestyle imagery to communicate quality and aspiration (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a; Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b; Momen et al., 2020)

	
	Tone and messaging variation
	Shifts between formal heritage tone and informal digital tone
	Mixed communication styles observed across platforms (Jacobson, 2020; Šerić et al., 2020)

	
	Trend-driven content
	Adoption of social media trends to increase visibility
	Use of trending formats and hashtags (Cheung et al., 2019; Jeswani, 2023)

	
	Identity inconsistency
	Lack of stable and coherent brand identity
	Conflicting heritage vs modern positioning (Casidy et al., 2019; Parris & Guzmán, 2023)

	Customer Engagement Vs Real Relationships
	Surface-level engagement
	High likes and shares without deeper meaning
	Engagement driven by content appeal (Cheung et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2019)

	
	Entertainment-driven interaction
	Interaction based on humour and trends
	Users engage with entertaining posts rather than brand values (Jamil et al., 2022)

	
	Lack of meaningful dialogue
	Limited two-way communication
	Short, reactive comments dominate (Tajvidi et al., 2020)

	
	Engagement–loyalty gap
	Interaction does not lead to loyalty
	Weak link between engagement and trust (Ebrahim, 2020)

	Brand Visibility And Perception
	Increased visibility
	Frequent exposure through social media activity
	High posting frequency improves awareness (Zeqiri et al., 2025)

	
	Perception fragmentation
	Multiple interpretations of brand meaning
	Conflicting signals from brand and users (Filieri et al., 2019)

	
	Algorithm influence
	Platform algorithms shape visibility
	Content prioritised based on engagement (Seyyedamiri & Tajrobehkar, 2021)

	
	Lack of perception control
	Brand cannot fully manage meaning
	Co-creation of perception by users (Tasci, 2021)

	Structural And Strategic Limitations
	Product-performance gap
	Difference between communicated and actual product quality
	Branding cannot compensate for product issues (Beig & Nika, 2019)

	
	Pricing inconsistency
	Unclear positioning between premium and value
	Mismatch between price and perceived value (BBC News, 2025)

	
	Experience gap
	Difference between online image and real experience
	Store and service issues affect perception (Iglesias et al., 2019)

	
	Performative branding
	Idealised brand image not matched by reality
	Communication exceeds operational delivery (France et al., 2025)

	Social Media And Heritage Brand Tension
	Tradition vs modernity
	Conflict between heritage identity and digital trends
	M&S balancing legacy and relevance (Phung et al., 2019)

	
	Identity dilution risk
	Loss of uniqueness due to trend adoption
	Similarity with competitors (Parris & Guzmán, 2023)

	
	Strategic inconsistency
	Lack of alignment across campaigns
	Mixed brand positioning over time (Schmidt & Baumgarth, 2018)

	
	Authenticity challenge
	Difficulty maintaining credibility
	Heritage authenticity weakened by rapid change (Ishaq, 2021)


Table 2: Thematic Coding Framework

[bookmark: _Toc228373296]4.3 Marks & Spencer’s Brand Development Context
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is a British department store whose brand meaning is associated with being old, cheap, high quality and British. This gives a sense of security but it presents a challenge. Traditional means safe, but for younger generations, traditional means "old and out of date" (Momen, Sultana and Haque, 2020). As such, M&S doesn't only need to be involved in social media. It needs brand renewal. It needs a brand online that will keep it alive but also generate trust. It's not about brand recognition. M&S is well known in the UK. It is about whether M&S recognition leads to M&S relevance, preference and purchase in the various categories. The record is patchy. In 2024/25, M&S reported group sales of £13,914.3 million, up 6.1% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). Food sales were up by 8.7% but Fashion, Home and Beauty had sales up by 3.5% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This suggests that food has more momentum than home and clothing. It is more natural for Food to be more up the aisle with M&S as the quality retailer. Clothing is harder. It's more like Zara, H&M, Next, online retailers; it's perceived to be faster in its fashion. Social media is significant because it provides a regular (visual) outlet for M&S to communicate food, fashion, lifestyle and attitude to a large audience (Algharabat, 2017). It makes it appear fresh, current and contemporary. However, it does not address irrelevant products, or not knowing what is valuable or the experience. It became clear after the 205 hack, which disrupted online sales, and M&S also mentioned the effects on Fashion, Home and Beauty sales. Thus, it is not about whether M&S is tweeting. It's about whether or not social media has improved. When social branding supports product, service, value and experience improvements, that is the time that online branding will be effective for M&S.
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Figure 8: Revenue of Marks & Spencer worldwide from financial year 2010 to 2025 (in million GBP)
Source: (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a)

Figure 8 illustrates the long-term revenue trajectory of Marks & Spencer. It highlights a period of relative stagnation and a noticeable decline. The time period is around 2020–2021, before recovering in subsequent years. While recent growth suggests some degree of organisational recovery. The fluctuations indicate underlying structural and strategic challenges rather than consistent brand strength. Importantly, these trends cannot be directly attributed to social media marketing (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). Because revenue performance is influenced by broader factors like product relevance, pricing strategy and market positioning. However, in the context of brand development, the data suggest that while social media may enhance visibility and engagement. It has limited capacity to drive tangible financial outcomes without alignment with core operational and strategic improvements. This supports the argument that social media marketing plays a complementary rather than a causal role in Marks & Spencer’s overall brand development.

[bookmark: _Toc228373297]4.4 Theme 1: Social Media and Brand Identity Communication
[bookmark: _Toc228373298]4.4.1 Theoretical Foundation: Brand Identity Communication
Brand identity is the way brands would like their customers to see the meaning, character and values of the business. Social media presents brands with identity in terms of a theme (visual and tone), or other medium (hashtag or other campaign message) (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2020). This is significant with Marks & Spencer because it's not branding. It has to reinvent an old brand. So, it is not as if M&S communicates online. It is how it communicates online that makes M&S authentic.
[bookmark: _Toc228373299]4.4.2 Marks & Spencer’s Social Media Identity Practices
M&S promotes various connected identities on social media. Its key identity is food. The food images traditionally communicate quality, comfort, indulgence, family "special occasion" and "everyday-good-value". This is consistent with the brand of M&S because a large proportion of UK customers believe that M&S sells high-quality food (Moreira, Fortes and Santiago, 2017). This is not a creation of the social network. It resonates with a plausible meaning. The second meaning is real fashion. M&S uses looks, books, models and seasonal items to make fashion "cool". In the Spring Style campaign, the model selected (Sara Sampaio) and whimsical "catwalk" theme allowed for style, confidence and contemporary women's garments (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). This is important because garments have historically been more negatively commented on as becoming unfashionable and associated with age.  Identity 3 is seasonal and emotional. Christmas, Easter puds, barbecues and birthday parties are all British traditions. This is critical for traditional brands as they love exposure. Seasonal tweets make M&S relatable, loved and part of the consumer culture (Jamil et al., 2022). Fourth is lifestyle. M&S doesn't just position itself as a store. It's not just a retailer, it's food, fashion, home and beauty. It's no longer only selling stuff but content.
[bookmark: _Toc228373300]4.4.3 Evidence of Strategic Alignment with Established Brand Strengths
Firstly, success is shown in the fact that M&S's identity marketing is playing on its strengths. In 2024/25, group sales grew to £13.9 billion, and Food sales grew 8.7% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). So, claims about quality food are not being made. It is backed by sales. Social media can be used for communication as it is trusted. Promoting food as top quality, seasonal and delightful is in line with the way customers perceive M&S (Altaf et al., 2017).  The fashion sales are also improving, but not as much. Growth in retail sales in the departments of Fashion, Home and Beauty was 3.5%, and like-for-like sales growth was 4.4% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This is a big improvement, but not as big as Food. So, social media allows M&S to get more people to know about fashion, but the brand status is not as strong as its food. Visual storytelling helps M&S appear active, fashionable and up-to-date. But there is a feeling that we are yet to see the full potential. 
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Figure 9: Marks & Spencer: sales growth 2025
Source: (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a)
Figure 9 illustrates weekly sales growth patterns for Marks & Spencer in 2025. It shows a period of significant decline followed by gradual recovery and stabilisation. This pattern suggests that while the brand retains underlying strength, performance remains sensitive to operational and market factors. From a strategic alignment perspective, the recovery phase may reflect the effectiveness of reinforcing established brand strengths (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). Such as product quality and seasonal relevance, and potentially supported by targeted social media campaigns. It enhances visibility and customer engagement during key periods. However, the sharp initial decline also indicates that social media alone cannot sustain performance. It reinforces the argument that its role is supportive rather than determinative. Consequently, the data highlights that strategic alignment between brand identity. Product offering and communication are essential for translating engagement into measurable performance outcomes.

[bookmark: _Toc228373301]4.4.4 Limitations of Digital Identity Repositioning
The limiting factor is that digital identity cannot be used. M&S can advertise its fashionable wearable clothes through social media, but it is judged on style, fit, price, product availability (in-store or virtual) and shopping experience. Without association with the message, the identity will be weak. So the challenge is to rebrand a fashion label. Food communication is backed by force. Fashion rebranding is about replacing perceptions (Jeswani, 2023). There's also a potential for conflict. M&S may get attention in the short term because of an overemphasis on trend, but in the long term, it may lose its identity as a heritage retailer. It might be appealing to young people, but that doesn't mean they'll like M&S. The fashion brands of Zara, H&M and Next are already known to be trendy, modern and stylish. So, M&S needs to show, as well as tell, that it is modern in its products.
[bookmark: _Toc228373302]4.4.5 Analytical Evaluation of Brand Identity Communication
Social media in total is compatible with re-communicating M&S food, quality and season since these are compatible with past and current M&S strengths. It is not as effective for re-communicating the fashion side and attracting younger customers because these are matters of product, price and overall fashion and newness in the total experience (Kasemsap, 2018). So social media can help M&S communicate its brand, but can't create brand growth. It can show renewal. But it can't show renewal if it is not communicated to customers.

[bookmark: _Toc228373303]4.5 Theme 2: Customer Engagement and Real Brand Relationships
[bookmark: _Toc228373304]4.5.1 Theoretical Foundation: Customer Engagement and Relationship Development
The theory of customer engagement distinguishes customer activities into attention, feelings and behaviours. They think and pay attention (information engagement). Emotional engagement means they like, are nostalgic or are loyal. Behavioural engagement is sharing, commenting, tagging, clicks and campaign engagement. This is important for M&S. People may enjoy media communications promoting a food product and an M&S garment, but it doesn't guarantee they'll be loyal customers. A relationship is required. It should help engage customers (to purchase, preference, and trust) in M&S Food, Fashion, Home and Beauty.
[bookmark: _Toc228373305]4.5.2 Marks & Spencer’s Social Media Engagement Practices
M&S is most naturally engaging with food. Food imagery is visual and compelling because it features confectionery and treats, "convenience" food, festivals and holidays. This allows for instant connection. Customers can respond to taste, luxury and family without knowing what's on the menu. This is very useful to M&S around food. It is authentic and matches the quality brand (Ishaq, 2021). Fashion engagement is different. M&S creates excitement around the products in the form of model imagery and styling, and launches new designs. This helps it to be seen as "in fashion". However, fashion engagement is harder than food engagement. It must move perceptions from the current brand to brands that are thought to be fast and fashionable, like Zara, H&M and Next. So fashion engagement is not sufficient. It must also lead to shifts in behaviour and intention to purchase (Jacobson, 2020). There's engagement with seasonal campaigns. Christmas, Easter, BBQ and family dinner campaigns work because they align M&S with British culture. These can promote feelings of nostalgia. Offer engagement can also be created around promos, new products and marketing. This can stimulate direct response, especially if related to convenience and value. But this can be short-lived. It may generate interest in the offer, not M&S.
[bookmark: _Toc228373306]4.5.3 Evidence of Engagement Effectiveness in Brand Reinforcement
Social media works for M&S products because they emphasise expected benefits. The prime example is food. In 2024/25, M&S Food's turnover increased by 8.7% to £9.0 billion, and the adjusted operating profit was £484 million (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This means that social media engagements and food are backed up by the growth of a business, not just churning out attractive pictures. Images in the visual media keep M&S in the customer's mind with food and drink, celebrations and events. It also personalises and modernises M&S (Li et al., 2021). The new Sparks card also suggests that, for M&S, digital engagement needs to stick, not just digital attention. Its new digital wallet now allows customers to get rewards for Food, Fashion, Home and Beauty, which facilitates engagement. 
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Figure 10: M&S Food's turnover
Source: (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a)
Figure 10 highlights the sustained growth of Marks & Spencer’s food segment. The turnover reached £9.0 billion and an increase of 8.7% in 2024/25 Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This performance suggests that the food category remains a core strength of the brand. It is supported by strong product quality, innovation and seasonal relevance. In the context of social media marketing, this growth may be partially reinforced by high levels of digital engagement. Particularly through visually driven food content that aligns with consumer preferences and enhances brand appeal Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). However, the data also indicates that engagement alone is insufficient to explain performance outcomes. Growth is more likely driven by the alignment between product offering and brand positioning. Therefore, while social media may amplify and reinforce existing brand strengths, it operates as a supporting mechanism rather than a primary driver of commercial success.

[bookmark: _Toc228373307]4.5.4 Limitations of Engagement as an Indicator of Brand Loyalty
So, because there is engagement, it might exaggerate the relationship. Engagement and reactions are not loyalty. Your customer might like an M&S food campaign but not shop for clothes at Zara, H&M or Next. This is due to M&S's mixed performance. In 2024/5, Fashion, Home and Beauty sales were 3.5% higher at £4.2 billion, lower than Food. This may not reflect customers engaging across all sectors (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). The 2015 hacking attack also demonstrates how online engagement goes with online experience. It impacted online activity, with impacts on apparel and home sales, and reports of significant declines in online home and fashion sales. CIs may be immersed in social media, but unless they have an enhanced experience in browsing, ordering and delivery, then social media influence is lost (Lock and Seele, 2015). Devoid of these links, there appears to be engagement, but it is not as strategically powerful for brand-building effectiveness. 
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Figure 11: Fashion, Home and Beauty sales
Source: (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a)

Figure 11 presents the long-term performance of Marks & Spencer’s Fashion, Home and Beauty segment. It shows a prolonged period of decline and a gradual recovery in recent years. This trend highlights a disconnect between brand visibility and actual consumer commitment. Specifically in categories where M&S has faced challenges in relevance and competitiveness. In the context of social media marketing, the data suggests that even if engagement levels are high through likes, shares or interactions, these do not necessarily translate into sustained purchasing behaviour or brand loyalty (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). The continued underperformance of this segment. Despite increased digital activity, it reinforces the limitation of engagement as a superficial indicator of brand strength. Therefore, the findings support the argument that meaningful brand loyalty is driven by product relevance, value perception and customer experience, rather than engagement metrics alone.
[bookmark: _Toc228373308]4.5.5 Analytical Evaluation of Engagement and Relationship Development
Overall, engagement through social media is beneficial for M&S as it creates awareness, familiarity and warmth. This is best for trusted brands: Food/Masterchef and Christmas. Engagement is not a relationship. So, M&S needs to measure success on social media in terms of repeat purchase, repeat use of the card, attitude, image shift and brand experience, not in terms of likes, shares and comments (Khan et al., 2019). Trust-based social media activity is required to create brands for tomorrow. That's when the online brand promise is backed by relevant, good-value products and services.

[bookmark: _Toc228373309]4.6 Theme 3: Brand Visibility and Public Brand Perception
[bookmark: _Toc228373310]4.6.1 Theoretical Foundation: Brand Visibility and Perceptual Outcomes
Brand visibility is increased on social media as the brand is visible in the customers' environment. Tweets, shares, likes, and retweets increase brand recognition and recall. But visibility is the first step of branding (Boukis and Christodoulides, 2020). It doesn't result in a favourable brand image. Customers may be very aware of M&S, but they assess the value of M&S in terms of price, product range, service and vis-à-vis competitors. So, does M&S online visibility have an impact on consumers' attitude towards the brand, not just whether or not they are online?
[bookmark: _Toc228373311]4.6.2 Marks & Spencer’s Digital Visibility Practices
M&S uses social media to focus on food, fashion, home and beauty. For instance, it has 2 million followers and more than 17,000 posts on Instagram. It has a massive reach and talks to customers frequently (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). This is critical for an established retailer not just to advertise or be on the ground. It must be online and compete for attention with the same short attention spans of Zara, H&M, Next, Tesco and Sainsbury's and digital natives (Beig and Nika, 2019). For M&S, food visuals are attractive because they look delicious, colourful and familiar. Fashion images try to make M&S look more fashionable with stylists and models, and by seasonally post-processing (editing) images. And associations with Christmas and dinner parties (summer and winter) are also instantly recognisable for M&S because they are related to British custom (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). M&S can engage in trends and formats that appeal to younger audiences or reach a broad audience, but they also make them funny. So, visibility is a good thing, but is being pushed by the platforms as well as brands. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373312]4.6.3 Evidence of Visibility Supporting Brand Salience
Social media works for M&S for promoting a credible product meaning. This is the case with food. In 2024/25, M&S Food sales grew 8.7% to £9.0 billion, while Fashion, Home and Beauty grew 3.5% to £4.2 billion (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). It seems that the greater growth in food indicates that customers believe that food is valuable. Social media helps M&S communicate to consumers what's new. It makes M&S look "modern". It helps M&S get remembered by customers as it means they can't miss M&S between visits. This is crucial for an established retailer in particular, as it can reproduce memory (Lock and Seele, 2015). They know M&S is not just an old-fashioned, or "traditional", high-street retailer, but one of the new hot brands selling new food, clothing and lifestyle. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373313]4.6.4 Limitations of Visibility in Shaping Positive Brand Perception
The issue is that what viewers see doesn't mean what viewers think. But people can see a post by M&S on Facebook, but interpret it in different ways. Some may see it as quality, trustworthy. Some may see it as being expensive, old-fashioned and uncool. So don't talk about social media, but perception (Khoshtaria, Datuashvili and Matin, 2020). M&S may promote new product lines, but the public can still judge with reference to the style of Zara, price of H&M, online service of Next and online-only retailers' customer experience. The 2015 attack also shows that perception is as much about experience as messages. Many media reports claimed the hack cost the company 40% of its online sales of home textiles and clothing, and 55.4% reduction in half-year pretax profit (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This has to do with perception as consumers judge digital by access. Another issue is algorithms. They can prioritise on a basis other than brand. This allows M&S to be visible, but not necessarily in a way that promotes its brand. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373314]4.6.5 Analytical Evaluation of Visibility and Brand Perception
So, to sum up, for M&S, visibility is crucial, but doesn't translate to brand building. It allows brands to keep up, go quicker, and be more current. This is good, if it promotes trustworthy attributes, especially food, quality and seasonality. It's less positive when it's used to overcome more fundamental issues with garments, price or no online service (Welch et al., 2019). So for visibility to be perceived as having a positive brand impact, M&S will need to support the social media hype with action on product, price, online service and experience. If not, it just makes matters worse. This is the brand visibility key to a successful UK brand transformation and future retail survival of M&S.

[bookmark: _Toc228373315]4.7 Theme 4: Structural and Strategic Limitations of Social Media
[bookmark: _Toc228373316]4.7.1 Theoretical Foundation: Communication, Value Delivery and Brand Development
Making a brand is not talk - social media can shout, but it can't make Value. Customers make their decisions with the retail brand based on product fit, quality, price, service, product range and brand positioning. This is a big challenge for M&S (Alalwan, 2018). Having a good Instagram presence may provide an appetite, but the brand's promises are confirmed if a consumer compares the fashion, prices, delivery or in-store service. Therefore, social media should not be seen as the driver for brands, just an enabler.
[bookmark: _Toc228373317]4.7.2 Product Relevance as a Constraint on Digital Brand Repositioning
M&S can leverage social media to display cool models, cool outfits and cool accessories. This helps them to overturn outdated attitudes and showcases the brand's Fashion, Home and Beauty lines. But you can't diagnose the problem of relevance with pictures (Zeqiri et al., 2025). If the clothes do not look to consumers as fashionable, comfortable and/or a good value for money, social media will not do it well. So, social media is more valuable to food than clothing. Food is more acceptable to the M&S brand. In 2024/25, M&S Food sales grew 8.7% to £9.0 billion, while Fashion, Home and Beauty grew 3.5% to £4.2 billion (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This means that food marketing is currently on an upswing business trend, but that for clothing, a re-positioning is tough. When it comes to clothes, M&S’s competitors are Zara, H&M, Next and pure online brands that are more agile. Therefore, for clothing, social media can enhance relevance to products only if the product’s "package" matches the image. For Food, this is true. For apparel, it has yet to be proven. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373318]4.7.3 Pricing and Value Perception as Strategic Constraints
M&S can appear to be value, great value and high value. This can enable pricing to be higher (especially for food - consumers pay for freshness, taste and quality). But value is easily lost. Customers compare M&S with all supermarkets (including low price), and all brands (including low price and other trendy brands). Without clear edges to quality, social media trails of excellence are incredible (Wibowo and Wiangin, 2021). It will get them to desire it, but when it comes to price, they want assurance that it is equitable. M&S key facts suggest that food value-for-money perception is a means to drive the strategy, so value is not inevitable. Value claims are enhanced by social media if the customer experience and product are fair. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373319]4.7.4 Customer Experience and Omnichannel Delivery Constraints
Social media leaves a brand impression. But not so for customer experience. This includes store layout, product range, virtual touring the store, packaging, product returns and service and complaint management. And it must be compatible with the e-commerce persona. This is what we saw of the 2015 attack. It delayed M&S accepting online orders for men's and women's clothing by seven weeks, and cut its adjusted profit before tax 55.4% for the 2015/16 first half (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). AP also reported it resulted in a 40% drop in e-commerce sales (home and fashion). This demonstrates that building online brands depends on efficiency. Social media and other digital news media get them to the website, but they need to navigate it to be able to shop. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373320]4.7.5 Competitive Market Pressures and Category-Level Brand Challenges
Competition is crucial to M&S's social media as it is not a standalone. For apparel, M&S is battling with fast food, online and Next Online. M&S is competing with merchants that are quicker, cheaper and trendier. In grocery, M&S's competitors include Tesco and Sainsbury's, and gourmet food. So, M&S has more chances to differentiate these products with quality and luxury key attributes of the brand (Castañeda García, Del Valle Galindo and Martínez Suárez, 2018). M&S is using social media to get noticed, but not necessarily convert. People might like an M&S video about food, but go to Aldi for food. Or a merchandise post may be liked, but an H&M or Zara iron it out with innovation. So, it's not first with communication. M&S is competing with product, price, place and packaging; not content.
[bookmark: _Toc228373321]4.7.6 Analytical Evaluation of Strategic and Structural Limitations
In summary, social media is a very good approach to communicate M&S improvements in food, branding and campaigns. But it's not a change agent. This study shows that M&S work harder with social media that matches its strengths, in particular, Food (Zollo et al., 2020). It's weaker when there's a need to resolve issues, such as fashion, price and website credibility. So, the M&S brand renewal calls for social media messages that fit the appropriateness and value of the product, services and experience. Social media won't renew, but it will help. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373322]4.8 Theme 5: Heritage Brand Tension and Modernisation
[bookmark: _Toc228373323]4.8.1 Theoretical Foundation: Heritage Branding and Strategic Renewal
Heritage branding theory suggests established brands have advantages from the past, stability and reliability. But history is not an asset when consumers want change, innovation and digital. This is an issue for M&S. It began in 1884 and represents British standards of quality, honesty and reliability (Zollo et al., 2020). So, this is an opportunity for M&S to build on its brand; the customer knows what to expect. But it's risky. If heritage is perceived by young people as "old-fashioned", it won't be revitalised. 
[bookmark: _Toc228373324]4.8.2 Marks & Spencer’s Digital Modernisation of Heritage Identity
M&S refreshes its heritage with social media sharing food, fashion, lifestyle and seasons. Food is the best case. Family, luxury, Christmas, and quality in food digitalise heritage. This is because Food fits the promise of heritage. The 2024/25 figures are Food up 8.7% and Fashion, Home and Beauty up 3.5% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). These matters. It demonstrates that good communication via heritage is more authentic for food than clothing. And it is effective because Christmas, Easter and family are tied to British traditions. As such, social media enhances heritage. It makes tradition more personal. Fashion is more difficult. M&S dresses for success, with outfit edits and modern images (Theodora, 2021). This helps the renewal, but it must offset perceptions of outdated, old-fashioned and unfashionable. So renewal, not innovation, theory applies: M&S needs to renew.
[bookmark: _Toc228373325]4.8.3 Analytical Evaluation of Heritage Modernisation and Brand Authenticity
The good news is that M&S can use social media to make its tradition contemporary. The messages of food, family, comfort and quality are on brand. They don't seem contrived. They increase trust and loyalty. That's why social media works best to support the strengths of M&S. It is modern in expression, but has an emotional heart. What can go wrong is that modernising the brand is fashionable (Schmidt and Baumgarth, 2018). If M&S is too trendy, it may appear unfashionable and youthful. That's risky in fashion, as Zara, H&M, Next and online-only brands are associated with "fast fashion". Modernity is also gimmicky if online imagery lacks design, stock, price and service. The 2025 cyber-attack illustrates this, as home and fashion growth should be backed by operational and communications. Modernity can't be socialised if the customer isn't modern.  So, M&S shouldn't lose heritage (Perera, Nayak and Nguyen, 2023). It should modernise heritage. Social media is best used when it links newness to ideas of quality, trust and Britishness. It's less so when it imitates the product. It's not the heritage that M&S struggles with. The problem is whether the modernisation of heritage is through physical products and services, or digital.
[bookmark: _Toc228373326]4.9 Integrated Discussion: Social Media’s Contribution to Marks & Spencer’s Brand Development
The integrated research shows that social media impacts brand development at M&S in four ways. It sets up identity, raises awareness, gets people to interact and helps modernise heritage. These are significant because M&S is not a marketer without a brand. It is struggling with category relevance. We can see this in its 2024/25 performance: Food was up 8.7% to £9.0 billion, but Fashion, Home and Beauty were up 3.5% to £4.2 billion (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This highlights that the success story with social media can't be considered across the entire brand.  Social media's biggest contributions seem to be in the areas where it matches M&S's key strengths (Laradi et al., 2024). Themes of food, quality, seasonal promotions and family lifestyle appeal are genuine because they are most congruent with the brand heritage of trust and delivering premium value for money. In these spaces social media confirms consumer perceptions (Muhammad, 2025). It makes the brand visible, warm and familiar. That's why tales of food and drink are better than abstract marketing. It doesn't have to win customers over. It taps into an existing favourable attitude. The smaller impact happens when social media advertising attempts to address fundamental repositioning challenges only. Apparel renewal is difficult due to the need for product design, style fit, price and availability, and competition from Zara, H&M, Next and online-only brands. Younger markets cannot be targeted just with pretty pictures (Theurer et al., 2018). This was evident after M&S's 2015 cyberattack, which hampered its online clothes and home sales, revealing that to deliver digital brand experiences you must focus on operations, as well as marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc228373327]4.9.1 Linking Findings to Literature
The findings in Chapter 4 support and challenge the arguments developed in Chapter 2. To begin with, they confirm that engagement does not always entail relationship building. Past studies suggest the possibility that familiarity can lead to a higher level of loyalty. However, M&S has it as evidence that the majority of the responses in a social media setting are the surface response, campaign response and content response (Ragab and Arisha, 2017).  Rather than a response, which can be classified as long-term brand loyalty. This supports the case of likes, comments and shares as potentially increasing relational strength.
Second, the findings endorse the theory that social media is an enabling device as opposed to a transformational one. Chapter 2 finds that digital platforms are capable of assisting in generating greater visibility and communications, yet do not solely distinguish value. This can be backed using an M & S case (Pina and Dias, 2021). The identity is enhanced through social media, especially on cuisine, quality and seasonal trends, but cannot completely counter incorrect ideas of fashion, relative, rates or shopping experience. This is validated by Stronger Food growth, and weaker fashion, home, and Beauty growth.
Third, the findings back the heritage brands literature. M&S has proven that archaic retailers are not as liberated to develop as digital natives. They must strike a balance between authenticity and modernisation. Finally, the conclusion demolishes any conviction that social media makes a direct impact on brand development (Phung, Ly and Nguyen, 2019). Visibility, engagement and perception are mediated through the product relevance, value delivery, operations and competition.









	Research Question
	Key Findings
	Critical Insight
	Link to Literature (Chapter 2)

	RQ1: How does social media communicate brand identity?
	Social media enables M&S to communicate identity through visuals, storytelling, and tone. However, identity is inconsistent due to shifts between heritage and trend-driven content (Welch et al., 2022).
	Identity communication is unstable. Social media reduces control over meaning and creates fragmentation (BBC News, 2025).
	Supports identity theory but challenges its assumption of consistency and control in digital environments (Tasci, 2021).

	RQ2: Does engagement lead to customer relationships?
	High engagement (likes, comments, shares) is evident, but it remains shallow and short-term. Limited evidence of loyalty or emotional connection (Ardiansyah and Sarwoko, 2020).
	Engagement does not equal relationship. Interaction is often entertainment-driven rather than value-driven.
	Confirms critique of engagement theory and extends limits of relationship marketing in social media contexts.

	RQ3: How does visibility influence brand perception?
	Social media increases visibility significantly, but perception is mixed and shaped by multiple actors, including users and algorithms (Martínez and Nishiyama, 2019).
	Visibility does not guarantee positive perception. Brand meaning is co-created and unstable (Anabila, 2020).
	Challenges traditional branding models that assume controlled perception through communication (Oliveira et al., 2023).

	Overall Research Aim: Role of social media in brand development
	Social media supports communication and awareness but cannot resolve structural issues such as product, pricing, or experience.
	Social media is an enabling tool, not a primary driver of brand development. Its impact is conditional and limited (Seyyedamiri and Tajrobehkar, 2021).
	Challenges literature that overestimates the strategic impact of social media marketing. Extends theory by highlighting organisational and contextual constraints.



[bookmark: _Toc228373328]4.10 Chapter Summary
Five themes were explored, which link theory with M&S case studies of social media. Social Media enhances identity, interaction and awareness: we have varying results. Seasonal, food and lifestyle themes work as they align with M&S heritage and 8.7% Food growth. Product relocation is more challenging, as seen with 3.5% Fashion, Home and Beauty growth (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). Likes aren't equal to loyalty, and being on social media doesn't make for a better judge. Social media can't be a stand-alone product, price or experience. Social media promotes Marks & Spencer's brand, but within a brand refurbishment agenda.




[bookmark: _Toc228373329]Chapter 5: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc228373330]5.1 Summary of Findings
Social media has played quite a contradictory role (but also sophisticated) in the brand development of Marks and Spencer, as perceived by the findings. Despite the availability of the online media, where we are able to express our identity at any time, this identity is weak and is in constant flux. M&S alternates between the traditional-based message and the fashion-based message (Tajvidi et al., 2020). This weakens coherence. The theory of brand identity assumes consistency as the meaning that is created over time; it is not quite accurate in the dynamic social media environment, where the communication is guided by external forces.
Outcomes of engagement are other issues of assumption of dominance. There will be few likes, comments and shares, which will mean that people are not really interested in discussing them, but the interest level is not high. It is founded not on brand liking but on the visual attractiveness and entertainment value (Tasci, 2021). Relationship marketing theory postulates that interaction results in loyalty, and this is not supported by the evidence. The communication is quite occasional and reactive. It is an indication of concentration and not piety.
There are limitations, too, with visibility outcomes. The brand is more exposed to social media, but perception is unclear and dynamic. There are numerous actors that interpret the brand, and they include users and algorithms. This reduces the control of the managers (Ardiansyah and Sarwoko, 2020). The classical theories of branding assume that perception can be directed with the help of consistent messages and that this administration is compromised on the Internet. Visibility amplifies both positive and negative signals in M&S to allow them to experience fragmented perception, rather than clarity.
Especially important are structural constraints. Quality and pricing of products and even customer experience are issues that cannot be addressed using social media. Communicating is a way of improving the image, though it cannot substitute operational performance (Anabila, 2020). This generates a discrepancy between the projected identity and experience. Credibility is lost when this gap is exposed. Such an assumption that communication can change the brand, therefore, is an exaggeration.
There is some tension in heritage brands revealed in the findings, as well. M&S must find a solution between the outdated and emerging digital needs. This pits this against stability and adaptability. The ever-shifting to fads may dilute the spirit, and excessive adherence to the old may make it less attractive (Oliveira et al., 2023). The existing theories do not capture this tension well enough, as a lot of them take into account flexible or digitally native brands.
Overall, the analysis can be conducted that social media plays an assisting but quite insignificant role. It permits openness and expression but not uniformity, devotion and good regard (Schmidt and Baumgarth, 2018). The greater organisational determinants dictate its power, and this reduces its impact as an effective instrument in terms of developing its brand.

[bookmark: _Toc228373331]5.2 Conclusion in Relation to the Research Aim and Questions
The objective of this research paper was to identify the success of social media marketing in the brand building of Marks and Spencer. The overall conclusion is that social media is too limited, but an enabling tool. It facilitates discussion and exposure, without necessarily causing increased brand growth (Martínez and Nishiyama, 2019). Its influence also relies upon wider organisational alignment, and limits its strategic influence. This casts doubt on the common wisdom that brand value can only be transformed through the use of communication on digital platforms.
In the first research question, the results imply that a brand identity is conveyed through social media, but it is not consistent and controllable. M&S walks the fine line between heritage-oriented and trend-oriented communications and destroys its consistency (Tajvidi et al., 2020). According to brand identity theory, repetition of communication would enable firms to establish solid meaning. However, this is not entirely helpful in the virtual world where content is dictated by fashion, algorithms and audience anticipations. Rather than being separate and distinct and definite, it is fluid and even fragmented.
As far as the second research question is concerned, the results indicate that engagement is not of any significance. Although M&S creates a high level of interaction, it is not in-depth. They are momentary focus and not lasting devotion. The theory of relationship marketing suggests that time creates trust during the interaction process; they do not realise this through linear growth (Cheung et al., 2021). The fact that it is usually motivated by the value of entertainment and the platform dynamics makes it less in-depth. This indicates that the magnitude of relationships is overemphasised using measures of engagement in social media.
In the aspect of question three, which is focused on the reality of increased visibility and heightened or steady perception, there is no evidence of positive perception because of increased visibility. Exposure is further intensified by social media, but perception is the result of several actors, such as users and algorithms (Theodora, 2021). This reduces the control that is taken by the managers. The impression manipulation of the firm through giving an unchanging message, which forms the basis of the traditional branding strategies, but the reins are slack in real life. Visibility is both an opportunity and a threat in the situation with M&S, where negative messages can just as quickly go viral as positive messages.
Altogether, the paper emphasises the contingency of the influence of social media. Extent theories currently in existence have tended to overestimate their effectiveness due to the assumption of control, constancy and linear results (Cheung, Pires and Rosenberger, 2019). The assumptions are not as valid in the case of Marks and Spencer since it is a blend of communication, strategy, and experience that personalities build the brands, not the social media.

[bookmark: _Toc228373332]5.3 Recommendations for Further Research
Primary research on consumer perspective: Additional studies should employ primary sources of data, such as interviews or surveys, to acquire how consumers perceive the content available on social media. This study is founded on secondary data, and such a type of data presents brand messaging, but not the meaning of the consumer (Ebrahim, 2020). The current theories presume that perception is influenced by communication, but unless the consumer has first-hand knowledge, there is a loose connection between the assumption and the phenomenon. This is because, in the case of Marks and Spencer, displaying mixed identity messages would be decoded by the audience to contribute to a better explanation of the engagement and loyalty gap phenomenon.
Comparative studies across retail brands: Additional studies in comparison of M&S and other retail brands (both established in their history and both digitally young and new) should be conducted. The existing theories of branding are primarily inclined to generalisations within various contexts, but as the paper shows, the heritage brands possess specific issues (Parris and Guzmán, 2023). Comparative studies would elucidate the existence and direction of the inconsistency of identity and limitations of engagement in M&S or in the industry. This would render the results of the search more influential and nullify the assumptions of homogeneous impacts of social media on brands.
Longitudinal research on brand evolution: Further study ought to be longitudinal to investigate the influence of social media on the development of brands over the years. This study is cross-sectional in nature, i.e. it captures a snapshot, but cannot determine the change or cause. It was assumed that brand equity increases similarly as a result of communicating repeatedly, but this development was not apparent. A sample of how it would be testing via a longitudinal analysis would be whether or not identity, engagement, and perception are stable or changeable through the passage of time, particularly in the example of heritage brands on the brink of change.
Analysis of algorithmic influence on branding: More research needs to be done on how the algorithm of platforms affects the brand communicative and perception processes. This study suggests that algorithmic prioritisation, in contrast to consistency, influences visibility in terms of engagement and not consistency. However, the available theories of branding rarely take into account this influence in the form of a structure (Pina and Dias, 2021). The impact of algorithmic systems on what is perceived, its repetition and meaning needs more research. This would give a more realistic view of brand control in the digital space.
Integration of organisational and operational factors: Key questions that the next study should solve are how the internal conditions, including the quality of services and products offered, pricing strategy and customer experience, relate to branding with social media. In this study, it is shown that communication and reality are not connected as they were not considered within contemporary theories (Filieri et al., 2019). A more comprehensive approach would consider branding as an aspect of a general organisational mechanism and not an independent communication process, and give a more realistic picture of the process of brand development in action.

[bookmark: _Toc228373333]5.4 Limitations and Future Research
This research has several limitations which influence the thoroughness and overall applicability of its results. Firstly, it is based solely on secondary data. This is great, as it provides a wide coverage of literature and brand communication, but this represents a construction of new stories as opposed to consumer experience. Corporate reports and social media messages are partly likely to provide us with these idealised images of the brand, not necessarily the real image (France, Davcik and Kazandjian, 2025). Second, the absence of direct consumer insight limits the ability to verify the effects of the powerful assumptions on engagement and perception. The assumption many branding theories have is that there is some distance between communication and the response of the audience, but in this study, testing of this association is not conducted.
Third, such is interpretation bias. Thematic analysis is based on the researcher's judgement, which affects the manner of finding and describing patterns. Although the theory-oriented codification allows a greater degree of structuring, it may prove to be a limitation to other readings. This casts doubt on the objectivity of results (Cornwell, Humphreys and Kwon, 2023). Fourth, the report also restricts to specific social media, and this is limited. Different platforms have diverse logics, and cross-digital findings might not be cross-digital.
These restrictions indicate some future research directions. This must be empirically supported with primary data to test the perception and response of consumers to brand communication. The research which a combination of qualitative and quantitative knowledge, would bring to increase reliability, could be mixed methods (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). Broad industry examination would also be used to ascertain whether the results are specific to Marks and Spencer or reflect the retail dynamics at large. The methods would close current gaps and would provide a more exceptional understanding of the role of social media in brand development.
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	Theme
	Sub-Theme
	Description
	Example From Data (With Reference)

	Social Media As Brand Identity Communication
	Visual storytelling
	Use of imagery and curated content to express brand values
	M&S uses lifestyle imagery to communicate quality and aspiration (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a; Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b; Momen et al., 2020)

	
	Tone and messaging variation
	Shifts between formal heritage tone and informal digital tone
	Mixed communication styles observed across platforms (Jacobson, 2020; Šerić et al., 2020)

	
	Trend-driven content
	Adoption of social media trends to increase visibility
	Use of trending formats and hashtags (Cheung et al., 2019; Jeswani, 2023)

	
	Identity inconsistency
	Lack of stable and coherent brand identity
	Conflicting heritage vs modern positioning (Casidy et al., 2019; Parris & Guzmán, 2023)

	Customer Engagement Vs Real Relationships
	Surface-level engagement
	High likes and shares without deeper meaning
	Engagement driven by content appeal (Cheung et al., 2020; Khan et al., 2019)

	
	Entertainment-driven interaction
	Interaction based on humour and trends
	Users engage with entertaining posts rather than brand values (Jamil et al., 2022)

	
	Lack of meaningful dialogue
	Limited two-way communication
	Short, reactive comments dominate (Tajvidi et al., 2020)

	
	Engagement–loyalty gap
	Interaction does not lead to loyalty
	Weak link between engagement and trust (Ebrahim, 2020)

	Brand Visibility And Perception
	Increased visibility
	Frequent exposure through social media activity
	High posting frequency improves awareness (Zeqiri et al., 2025)

	
	Perception fragmentation
	Multiple interpretations of brand meaning
	Conflicting signals from brand and users (Filieri et al., 2019)

	
	Algorithm influence
	Platform algorithms shape visibility
	Content prioritised based on engagement (Seyyedamiri & Tajrobehkar, 2021)

	
	Lack of perception control
	Brand cannot fully manage meaning
	Co-creation of perception by users (Tasci, 2021)

	Structural And Strategic Limitations
	Product-performance gap
	Difference between communicated and actual product quality
	Branding cannot compensate for product issues (Beig & Nika, 2019)

	
	Pricing inconsistency
	Unclear positioning between premium and value
	Mismatch between price and perceived value (BBC News, 2025)

	
	Experience gap
	Difference between online image and real experience
	Store and service issues affect perception (Iglesias et al., 2019)

	
	Performative branding
	Idealised brand image not matched by reality
	Communication exceeds operational delivery (France et al., 2025)

	Social Media And Heritage Brand Tension
	Tradition vs modernity
	Conflict between heritage identity and digital trends
	M&S balancing legacy and relevance (Phung et al., 2019)

	
	Identity dilution risk
	Loss of uniqueness due to trend adoption
	Similarity with competitors (Parris & Guzmán, 2023)

	
	Strategic inconsistency
	Lack of alignment across campaigns
	Mixed brand positioning over time (Schmidt & Baumgarth, 2018)

	
	Authenticity challenge
	Difficulty maintaining credibility
	Heritage authenticity weakened by rapid change (Ishaq, 2021)





[bookmark: _Toc228373338]Data sources list
	Author(s) & Year
	Source / Journal
	Core Focus
	Methodology / Approach
	Relevance to This Study

	Aguinis et al. (2022)
	Journal of International Business Studies
	Methodological challenges
	Conceptual review
	Supports research design critique

	Algharabat (2017)
	Kybernetes
	Social media marketing and brand love
	Quantitative study
	Explains limits of emotional engagement

	Altaf et al. (2017)
	Journal of Islamic Marketing
	Brand equity through experience
	Empirical study
	Highlights role of experience beyond social media

	Ardiansyah & Sarwoko (2020)
	JEMA: Jurnal Ilmiah Bidang Akuntansi dan Manajemen
	Social media marketing and purchase decisions
	Mediation analysis
	Links awareness to behavioural outcomes

	BBC News (2025)
	BBC News
	Marks & Spencer performance context
	Industry report
	Provides organisational context

	Beig & Nika (2019)
	Vision: The Journal of Business Perspective
	Brand experience and brand equity
	Conceptual study
	Supports experience-based branding limitations

	Boukis & Christodoulides (2020)
	European Management Review
	Drivers of brand equity
	Empirical study
	Highlights internal brand factors

	Casidy et al. (2019)
	Journal of Strategic Marketing
	Brand identity and performance
	Quantitative study
	Supports identity-performance link

	Cheung et al. (2020)
	Asia Pacific Journal of Marketing and Logistics
	Social media marketing and engagement
	Empirical study
	Key engagement theory foundation

	Cheung et al. (2019)
	International Journal of Economics and Business Research
	Social media marketing and brand awareness
	Conceptual model
	Supports awareness-building role

	Cheung et al. (2021)
	Australasian Marketing Journal
	Social media marketing and value co-creation
	Empirical study
	Shows limits of co-creation

	Cornwell et al. (2023)
	Journal of Advertising
	Shared brand equity
	Conceptual study
	Expands understanding of brand equity

	Ebrahim (2020)
	Journal of Relationship Marketing
	Trust, brand equity, and loyalty
	Empirical study
	Highlights trust gap in social media contexts

	Filieri et al. (2019)
	Journal of Brand Management
	Cultural dimensions of brand equity
	Empirical study
	Explains perception complexity

	France et al. (2025)
	Journal of Business Research
	Digital brand equity
	Conceptual study
	Frames limitations of digital branding

	Gorbatov et al. (2021)
	Personnel Psychology
	Personal brand equity
	Scale development
	Highlights identity complexity

	Iglesias et al. (2019)
	Journal of Business Research
	Sensory brand experience and equity
	Empirical study
	Links experience to brand equity

	Ishaq (2021)
	International Journal of Market Research
	Green brand equity
	Empirical study
	Extends perception frameworks

	Jacobson (2020)
	Journal of Product and Brand Management
	Personal branding in social media
	Qualitative study
	Shows identity instability

	Jamil et al. (2022)
	Frontiers in Psychology
	Social media marketing and customer intention
	Empirical study
	Demonstrates behavioural gaps

	Jeswani (2023)
	Irish Interdisciplinary Journal of Science and Research
	Importance of social media marketing
	Conceptual study
	Reflects general assumptions of social media impact

	Kasemsap (2018)
	Social Media Marketing (Book Chapter)
	Global role of social media marketing
	Conceptual discussion
	Provides broad theoretical framing

	Khan et al. (2019)
	Sustainability
	Social media marketing and customer response
	Empirical study
	Supports engagement critique

	Khoshtaria et al. (2020)
	Journal of Marketing for Higher Education
	Brand equity dimensions
	Empirical study
	Highlights complexity of brand equity

	Li et al. (2021)
	Journal of International Business Studies
	Methodological challenges in research
	Conceptual study
	Supports research design justification

	Lock & Seele (2015)
	Business Ethics: A European Review
	Content analysis methodology
	Methodological study
	Supports analytical method

	Martínez & Nishiyama (2019)
	International Journal of Hospitality and Tourism Administration
	Corporate social responsibility and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Shows external influences on perception

	Momen et al. (2020)
	Global Knowledge, Memory and Communication
	Digital branding and brand image
	Empirical study
	Supports communication role

	Moreira et al. (2017)
	Journal of Business Economics and Management
	Sensory branding
	Empirical study
	Highlights non-digital influences

	Oliveira et al. (2023)
	Marketing Intelligence and Planning
	Brand equity measurement
	Conceptual study
	Supports evaluation limitations

	Parris & Guzmán (2023)
	Journal of Product and Brand Management
	Evolution of branding concepts
	Conceptual study
	Extends branding theory

	Phung et al. (2019)
	Journal of Business Research
	Authenticity and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Supports heritage brand tension

	Pina & Dias (2021)
	Journal of Brand Management
	Brand experience and equity
	Empirical study
	Highlights experiential factors

	Ragab & Arisha (2017)
	Management and Organizational Studies
	Research methodology
	Conceptual study
	Supports methodological framework

	Rashid et al. (2019)
	International Journal of Qualitative Methods
	Case study method
	Methodological study
	Supports research strategy

	Saunders et al. (2023)
	Pearson (Research Methods for Business Students)
	Research methodology framework
	Conceptual study
	Guides research design

	Schmidt & Baumgarth (2018)
	Journal of Brand Management
	Internal brand equity
	Empirical study
	Highlights internal alignment need

	Šerić et al. (2020)
	European Management Journal
	Communication consistency
	Empirical study
	Supports identity consistency issues

	Seyyedamiri & Tajrobehkar (2021)
	International Journal of Emerging Markets
	Social content marketing
	Empirical study
	Shows limitations of content-driven marketing

	Snyder (2019)
	Journal of Business Research
	Literature review methodology
	Conceptual study
	Supports review approach

	Tajvidi et al. (2020)
	Journal of Business Research
	Social media and co-creation
	Empirical study
	Supports engagement limitations

	Tasci (2021)
	International Journal of Contemporary Hospitality Management
	Brand perception
	Conceptual study
	Explains perception instability

	Theodora (2021)
	International Journal of Social Science and Business
	Integrated marketing communication and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Supports communication role

	Theurer et al. (2018)
	International Journal of Management Reviews
	Employer branding
	Conceptual study
	Expands branding perspective

	Welch et al. (2022)
	Journal of International Business Studies
	Case study theory
	Conceptual study
	Supports methodological approach

	Welch et al. (2019)
	Research Methods in International Business (Book Chapter)
	Case study theorisation
	Conceptual study
	Supports theoretical framework

	Wibowo & Wiangin (2021)
	Sustainability
	Customer behaviour and social media marketing
	Empirical study
	Links marketing to behaviour

	Zeqiri et al. (2025)
	Marketing Intelligence and Planning
	Social media marketing impact
	Empirical study
	Supports awareness-engagement link

	Zollo et al. (2020)
	Journal of Business Research
	Social media marketing and brand equity
	Empirical study
	Core theoretical foundation

	Beig and Nika (2019)
	Vision: The Journal of Business Perspective
	Brand experience and brand equity
	Conceptual and empirical analysis
	Highlights role of experience beyond social media
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