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Background of the Study
The United Kingdom retail supermarket is a highly competitive sector, with big players such as Tesco, Sainsbury, Asda and Morrisons competing among themselves to win customer focus and therefore loyalty. A high level of brand position identification strategy must be adopted by supermarkets in such an environment so as to retain trust, besides the long-term relationship with the customers. Brand image is significantly important in helping to influence customer perception, purchase decision and behavioural attitude, in terms of their loyalty. The positive brand image can also assist organisations in establishing stronger emotional attachments with customers and making more frequent purchases.
Sainsbury is among the monstrous supermarket chains in the United Kingdom whose tagline has built a decent brand name in relation to products, innovation and customer services. There are hundreds of stores owned by the company throughout the country, and they are continuing to invest in enhancing their brand image and customer experience. According to the annual reports of the company, Sainsbury's takes a focus on providing value to customers through quality products, digital services and sustainability initiatives (Sainsbury's, 2025). These strategies are aimed at enhancing the brand reputation and customer loyalty in a competitive retail environment. However, retaining customer loyalty continues to be among the problems faced by many retailers due to growing competition and evolving consumer expectations. Customers have become available with a wide range of alternative brands and shopping channels. As such, knowledge about how people view a brand and how these views affect their loyalty is critical for companies like Sainsbury's. Research suggests that brand image has a lot to do with customer satisfaction as well as loyalty behaviour (Tahir, Adnan and Saeed, 2024).
This research will investigate the customer's perception of Sainsbury's brand image and how these perceptions affect customers' loyalty towards the brand. The research will use qualitative research methods to obtain more information about the customer experience and attitude.
Problem Statement
The retail supermarket industry within the United Kingdom is characterised by heavy competition between major retail companies such as Tesco, Sainsbury's, Asda and Morrisons. In this highly competitive environment, customer retention has become a significant challenge for retailers. Customers now have access to a wide range of alternative supermarkets, discount stores and online grocery platforms, which makes it easier for customers to switch brands. As a result, supermarkets need to have strong brand identities to attract customer loyalty and long-term relationships.
Brand image is very important for the way customers view and assess a brand. A positive brand image can help to build up customer trust, satisfaction, and repeat purchasing behaviour. Research indicates that there is a significant amount of influence caused by brand image on customer loyalty and the long-term commitment to a brand (Tahir, Adnan and Saeed, 2024). If customers perceive a brand positively, they are more likely to continue buying from the same company and recommend them to others. Although Sainsbury's is one of the leading supermarket chains in the UK, and has built up a good reputation for the quality of the products they offer and the customer service provided, there is still a large amount of competition from other retailers. According to the annual reports of the company, Sainsbury's keeps on investing in customer experience, digital services, and improving its brand reputation to stay where it is in the market (Sainsbury's, 2025). Despite these efforts, the theme of the relationship between brand image and customer loyalty in the context of Sainsbury's superstores has not been commonly explored. Most of the current research projects on brand image and brand loyalty are based on the predominant reliance on quantitative research methods (focus on statistical relationships between variables). While these studies are valuable in their own way, they often do not provide a good cross-section of deeper customer perceptions and experiences. Therefore, there is a need for qualitative research with an interest in exploring and understanding how customers interpret the brand image of Sainsbury's and how these perceptions relate to their behaviour of being loyal. This research seeks to fill this gap by exploring the role played by brand image in customer loyalty towards Sainsbury's supermarkets.
Research Aim
This study aims to examine the role of brand image in customer loyalty to Sainsbury's supermarkets in the United Kingdom.
Research Objectives
1. To examine customer views of the Sainsbury's brand image
2. To determine brand image factors that affect the retail sector.
3. To investigate the impact of brand image on customer loyalty to Sainsbury's.
4. To make recommendations for customer loyalty enhancement with brand management strategies.
Research Questions
1. How do the customers view Sainsbury's brand image?
2. What are the influencing factors of the brand image of Sainsbury's?
3. How does brand image affect customer loyalty
Rationale of the Study
The significance of brand image and its role in consumer behaviour is considerably greater today than it was in the past. Customers are more likely to develop a sense of loyalty towards brands that they see as trustworthy, reliable and consistent. In the Retail sector, the brand image builds not only the purchase decision but also long-term customer relationships with the brand. Previous research points out that if a brand has a strong brand image, customers are more satisfied and loyal in a variety of industries (Açikgöz et al., 2024). In spite of the significance of this topic, many studies emphasise the quantitative approach and aren't inclined to dig deeper into the perceptions and experiences of the customers. Therefore, qualitative research can give valuable insights into the interpretations of brand image by the customers and how this can affect their loyalty behaviour. This study will add to the current literature by analysing these relationships in the context of Sainsbury's specifically. The findings may also offer practical insights for managers who are trying to better their brands and engage customers.
[bookmark: _Toc224854166]2. Literature Review
Concept of Brand Image
Brand image is the perceptions, beliefs and associations that consumers have about a particular brand. It represents how the customers mentally appraise a brand based on either their experiences with a brand, marketing communication and reputation. A positive brand image can help organisations to build trust and credibility in the market. According to Gudlaugsson and Theodorsson (2025), brand image is closely associated with customer perceptions and can have a big impact on the attitude of the consumer towards a company. Retail companies make significant investments in branding approaches because customers use the brand image when distinguishing among competing products and services. Brand image is often influenced by factors such as the quality of the product, customer service, price perception and corporate reputation.
Customer Loyalty
Customer loyalty is the term applied to customers' behaviour of buying products of the same brand over a period of time. Loyal customers tend to create feelings towards brands and recommend them to other people. Ariani (2025) explains that customer loyalty is an important aspect in ensuring the long-term success of the business. This is because loyal customers bring about stable revenue and also reduce the cost of marketing. Research has also referred to customer loyalty as being influenced by a number of factors, including customer satisfaction, trust, perceived value and brand reputation. Understanding these factors helps organisations to formulate proper marketing strategies. The evolution of research interest in brand loyalty has been from investigating customer loyalty as repeat purchasing behaviour to viewing customer loyalty as encompassing emotional attachment and brand advocacy (International Journal of Research and Innovation in Social Science, 2025). This shift makes it extremely important to understand customer experiences and perceptions.
Relationship Between Brand Image and Customer Loyalty
Several studies have been carried out in order to examine the relationship between brand image and customer loyalty. Research shows that customers are more likely to be loyal to brands that have a positive image in the marketplace. Brand image impacts the assessment of the overall value and reliability of the brand by customers. Brand image, customer experience and promotional activities play a significant role in influencing customer loyalty, Affifatusholihah and Sari (2024). Similarly, brand trust and reputation have been suggested to help reinforce customer satisfaction and long-term customer loyalty (Açikgöz et al., 2024). Other research brings to focus that there are multiple psychological and behavioural factors influencing brand loyalty. Damaschi et al. (2025) indicate that customer personality, prices, price perception and willingness to pay can impact loyalty towards a brand. Over the years, the concept of brand loyalty has changed dramatically. Long-term analyses indicate that brand loyalty is being shaped by changing consumer behaviour, competition in the market and technological developments (Yazdi et al., 2024). Despite this growing body of research on the topics of brand image and customer loyalty, few studies have been conducted that focus specifically on customer perception of the brand of Sainsbury's. Therefore, this research will explore this relationship through qualitative research.
[bookmark: _Toc224854167]3. Methodology 
Research Philosophy
This study will use the interpretivist research philosophy. Interpretivism is concerned with human experiences and human perceptions as they are subjectively interpreted. This philosophy will enable the researcher to investigate how customers view the brand image of Sainsbury's and how these views affect their loyalty behaviour.
Research Approach
The research will involve an inductive approach. An inductive approach will enable the researcher to gather qualitative data and formulate insights from the participants' experiences. Rather than trying to prove predetermined hypotheses, the study will look for patterns and themes that will arise from customer responses.
Research Strategy
The research strategy of qualitative research will be employed in this study. Qualitative research will lead to a more in-depth knowledge of customer perceptions, attitudes and experience. This approach is appropriate to understand the complex behavioural relationships, such as brand perception and brand loyalty.
Data Type
The research is going to gather primary qualitative data. Primary data will be gained directly from the participants by conducting interviews. This will enable the researcher to gain in-depth knowledge of the customer perceptions of the Sainsbury's brand.
Sample Size/ Sampling Method
The study will involve no less than 15 people who frequently shop in Sainsbury's supermarkets. This sample size is suitable for qualitative research because it is easy to dive deeper into customers' perceptions but still maintains a degree of variety of opinion.
A purposive sampling approach will be adopted to select the participants of the research. Respondents will be selected based on their direct experience with Sainsbury's products and services, which will give them relevant knowledge of the brand. Participants will belong to different age groups, shopping frequencies and backgrounds to give richer data
The main respondents will be customers, as customer perceptions of brand image and brand loyalty will be the concern of the research. In addition, 2-3 people from the management or staff side (e.g. store supervisors or employees) may be included, to be able to offer additional insights into the management and communication of brand image. This will enable us to understand both customer experience and organisational perspective in a more balanced way.
Data Collection Method
Data collection will be done through semi-structured interviews. Semi-structured interviews will enable participants to express their experiences and opinions at their own leisure but within the structure of an interview. Interviews will take place online or in person, depending on the availability of participants. Each interview would focus on customers' experiences, brand perceptions and brand loyalty behaviour.
Data Analysis
The data collected will be analysed by using thematic analysis. The researcher will first transcribe the answers of the interviewees and then identify key patterns and themes within the data. These themes will be categorised on the basis of the research objectives. Thematic analysis will be useful in determining the repeated perceptions and attitudes towards the brand image of Sainsbury and how these perceptions are associated in terms of customer loyalty.
Research Ethics
Ethical considerations will be strictly observed throughout the research process. Participants will be informed about the purpose of the study before participating. Participation will be voluntary, and respondents may withdraw at any time. Personal identities will be kept anonymous, and all collected data will only be used for academic purposes. Participants will give their informed consent before interviews are conducted. The research will adhere to the ethical requirements of universities and data protection laws
[bookmark: _Toc224854168]4. Expected Findings
This research is expected to reveal that the brand image plays an important role in developing customer loyalty towards the Sainsbury's supermarkets. Customers who have a positive perception of the brand may be more likely to continue to purchase products and recommend the company to others. The study may identify several factors influencing the brand image, including product quality, pricing strategies, customer service and corporate reputation. Positive experiences in these areas may lead to more emotional attachment to the brand and higher customer loyalty. The research may also provide information on the fact that brand trust and satisfaction contribute to long-term customer relationships. Previous research states that positive brand perception increases customer loyalty and purchasing behaviour (Tahir, Adnan and Saeed, 2024). Overall, the findings may offer helpful insights on how retailers can enhance their brand strategies and strengthen customer relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc224854169]5. Limitations
This research could be subject to several limitations. The sample size will be relatively small thanks to the fact that the objective of qualitative research is to concentrate on in-depth understanding, and not on generalisation. Therefore, the findings may not reflect the view of all customers of Sainsbury's. Another limitation is time constraints, which may limit the number of interviews being conducted. Additionally, the answers from the participants can be affected by personal experiences and biases. Despite these limitations, qualitative research may reveal very interesting insights into customer perceptions and relationships with brands.
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	Research Activities
	Month 1
	Month 2
	Month 3
	Month 4
	Month 5

	Topic selection and proposal preparation
	
	
	
	
	

	Ethical approval process
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature review
	
	
	
	
	

	Designing interview questions
	
	
	
	
	

	Data collection (interviews)
	
	
	
	
	

	Data transcription and analysis
	
	
	
	
	

	Writing dissertation chapters
	
	
	
	
	

	Final editing and proofreading
	
	
	
	
	

	Final submission
	
	
	
	
	


[bookmark: _Toc224854171]7. Conclusion
This proposal describes a qualitative research project on the relationship between brand image and customer loyalty in Sainsbury's supermarkets. Brand image is an important factor affecting customer perceptions and buying behaviour in the retail industry. Through qualitative interviews, the research will delve into the customer's perception of Sainsbury’s brand and how this influences their brand loyalty. The research will be expected to add to the already available academic knowledge regarding branding management and may offer practical knowledge in enhancing customer loyalty strategies.
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