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Abstract: The Impact of Personalised Digital Marketing on Customer Retention in E-Commerce.
This study explores how personalised digital marketing, including tailored emails, product recommendations, and targeted online advertising, influences customer trust, emotional engagement, and retention within the e-commerce sector. Using a qualitative, interpretivist research approach, the study draws on secondary data from academic literature, industry reports, and case studies published between 2015 and 2024. A thematic analysis was employed to identify key patterns explaining how personalisation shapes customer perceptions and long-term loyalty. The findings show that personalisation strengthens customer retention when it is perceived as relevant, accurate, and value-adding, as these conditions foster trust and positive emotional engagement. Emotional engagement was identified as a key mediating mechanism that converts functional relevance into sustained relational attachment. However, the analysis also reveals that intrusive or excessive personalisation generates privacy concerns, erodes trust, and increases customer disengagement. This study extends relationship marketing and digital personalisation literature by demonstrating that emotional engagement and ethical practice are central conditions for effective retention, rather than technology alone. The findings offer both theoretical insight and practical guidance for designing ethical, customer-centred personalisation strategies in e-commerce.
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[bookmark: _Toc220931717]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
E-commerce has become a dominant channel for retail and service delivery, allowing organisations to reach customers across borders through digital platforms. As online markets expand, competition has intensified and many product offerings have become easily comparable. This has increased the strategic importance of customer retention, as long-term profitability depends not only on attracting new buyers but also on sustaining repeat purchasing and ongoing platform use. In response, firms increasingly rely on personalised digital marketing—such as tailored emails, algorithmic product recommendations, and targeted advertising—to differentiate customer experiences and strengthen relationship outcomes. Personalisation represents a shift from mass messaging towards data-driven interaction, where communication is designed to match individual preferences and reduce customer effort in searching, evaluating, and choosing products (Ciupac-Ulici et al., 2023).
However, personalisation should not be assumed to produce retention automatically. Its effectiveness depends on how customers interpret the relevance, fairness, and intent behind personalised interactions. When customers perceive personalisation as accurate and useful, it can enhance perceived value and encourage deeper engagement. Conversely, when personalisation appears excessive, unclear, or invasive, customers may experience discomfort and scepticism, which can weaken trust and reduce willingness to continue engaging with a brand. This creates a retention challenge that cannot be explained solely through short-term digital performance indicators. Instead, it requires a clearer understanding of the mechanisms through which personalisation influences customer responses over time, particularly through relational factors such as trust and engagement (Vazirani and Jaiwant, 2025; Sharma, Srivastva and Fatima, 2023).
1.0 [bookmark: _Toc220931718]Research Problem Statement
Personalised digital marketing has become a widely adopted strategy in e-commerce, driven by advances in data analytics and customer profiling technologies. While existing research largely agrees that personalisation can improve short-term customer responses—such as click-through rates, browsing behaviour, and immediate purchase decisions—there remains limited clarity regarding its effectiveness in sustaining long-term customer retention. Much of the current literature prioritises quantitative performance indicators and transactional outcomes, offering insufficient insight into how personalisation shapes deeper relational outcomes over time.
While existing studies focus on measurable behavioural metrics, they under-explore the underlying mechanisms through which personalisation influences trust, emotional engagement, and customer loyalty. In particular, there is a lack of qualitative synthesis examining how customers perceive personalised marketing practices, how ethical concerns such as privacy and transparency affect these perceptions, and how these factors collectively contribute to retention. Furthermore, many studies examine digital marketing at an aggregate level, rather than isolating personalised strategies, making it difficult to assess the specific value and risks associated with personalisation.
The limited use of qualitative secondary analysis further restricts the ability of researchers and practitioners to integrate academic theory with industry evidence. As a result, organisations lack a comprehensive, theory-informed understanding of whether and how personalised digital marketing supports sustainable customer retention. This gap highlights the need for a systematic qualitative study that synthesises academic and industry sources to clarify the relational, emotional, and ethical dimensions of personalisation in e-commerce contexts (Madden and Tarabochia, 2021).
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc220931719]Research Aim and Research Objectives
The study will seek to discover the impact of custom digital marketing, including targeted emails, product recommendations, and personalized advertisements on customer loyalty, trust, and subsequent purchasing opportunities of e-commerce firms (Academia.edu, 2025).
Research Objectives
1.2 To know the impact of the personalized marketing messages on the trust of the customers with them and whether they feel valued.
1.3 To determine what emotive attachment works in retaining customers and attracting them to revisit (Felix and Rembulan, 2023).
1.4 Find out the impact of customized marketing messages on customer trust as well as their perception of value received.
1.5 Discover the way an emotional bond can retain customers and attract them back.

1.6 [bookmark: _Toc220931720]Research Questions
1. What is the trust and loyalty building with personalized marketing online?

2. What are the effect of personalized marketing feelings and thoughtstoretain customers?



1.7 What are the issues or unhealthy consequences that may occur when personalization is excessive or overly intrusive (Bhardwaj et al., 2024)?
1.8 What can online shops do to develop beneficial and adequate personalization with the existing research?

[bookmark: _Toc220932078]Table 1: RQ–Objectives–Data–Analysis Mapping

	[bookmark: _Hlk220868999]Research Question (RQ)
	[bookmark: _Hlk220868981]Research Objective (RO)
	Data Source (Secondary
Documents)
	Analysis Approach

	RQ1: What is the way that personalised online marketing plans foster trust and loyalty among customers?
	RO1: Understand the impact of customized marketing messages on the level of customer trust and
value of the brand.
	Industry reports, case studies, academic research
	Studying the manifestation of trust and value patterns in written evidence.

	RQ2: What emotions or thoughts result in personalised marketing retaining customers?
	RO2: They wish to know how emotional attachment can be used to retain and
attract customers.
	Industry reports, case studies, academic research
	Composing documents about emotional responses such as attachment, satisfaction and connection.

	RQ3: What are the issues or negative consequences of overly invasive personalisation?
	RO3: To establish the effect of custom marketing messages on customer trust and the perceived value of the product by valuable customers.
	Industry reports, case studies, academic research
	One pattern recognition was privacy, intrusion and loss of trust.
Identifying trends regarding the relationship between concerns over privacy, invading and the loss of trust.

	RQ4: To examine how online stores can develop constructive and equitable personalisation practices based on existing research?
	RO4: Learn the
importance of emotional attachments towards customers to retain and attract them back.
	Industry reports,
case studies, academic research
	They integrate
information in various documents to identify themes to improve and provide advice on best practices.



1.9 [bookmark: _Toc220931721]Significance of the Study
This study is significant for three primary reasons: its academic contribution, its practical relevance for e-commerce organisations, and its methodological value.
From an academic perspective, the study contributes to the literature on personalised digital marketing by offering a qualitative, theory-informed understanding of customer retention. While much prior research emphasises quantitative performance indicators, this study deepens conceptual insight by synthesising existing academic and industry evidence to explain how trust, emotional engagement, and ethical perceptions shape retention outcomes. By integrating relationship marketing and customer engagement theories, the research enhances understanding of the relational mechanisms through which personalisation operates in digital environments (Huang, Zuo and Lu, 2025).
From a practical standpoint, the findings provide actionable guidance for e-commerce managers operating in highly competitive online markets. The study helps practitioners understand how personalised strategies can be designed to strengthen long-term customer relationships rather than merely stimulate short-term responses. Insights related to relevance, transparency, customer control, and ethical data use can support more informed decision-making, improved allocation of marketing resources, and more sustainable retention strategies (Bhardwaj et al., 2024).
Methodologically, the study demonstrates the value of qualitative secondary research within marketing scholarship. By systematically analysing academic literature and industry documents, the research illustrates how documentary analysis can generate rich insights without primary data collection. This approach contributes to methodological diversity and supports the use of secondary qualitative synthesis as a credible tool for theory development and managerial insight in digital marketing research (Singh et al., 2021).
1.10 [bookmark: _Toc220931722]Theoretical Framework
This study is theoretically grounded on two interrelated concepts, which are Relationship Marketing Theory and Customer Engagement Theory. The Relationship Marketing Theory emphasizes on win-win relationships between the companies and their customers on a long term basis. The meaning of loyalty in online shopping is that it is not only based on the purchasing and selling but also the trust, commitment, satisfaction, and degree of the customer satisfaction of getting value. Personalised digital marketing would be appropriate in this case since it involves personalised messages and experience that enhance emotional and mental connection that retains customers in the long run. Personalisation considers customers as individuals other than faceless buyers and thus will care about them, and in the process of doing so, loyal customers will be developed (Davis, 2024).
The Customer Engagement Theory can be applied to understand that engagement is a major chain between marketing activities and retaining customers with a brand. Engagement involves

thinking, feeling and acting, e.g. paying attention, being active, expressing enthusiasm, and getting involved or moving on. Personalized online experiences can be enhanced with specific strategies such as offering personalized recommendations or content that will increase customer engagement by making it feel more relevant and useful. This demonstrates how personalization initiates new engagements, and this will assist the customers to remain with the brand through purchasing additional, developing greater loyalty, and preventing quitting (SnehaMotlani, Choudhary and Jain, 2025).
These theories assist them to know true evidence in other documents. They assist in organizing the findings in that they demonstrate the impact of personalization on engagement and how engagement results in relationships. The framework is also able to describe how the behavior could shift in case the personalized digital experiences are employed, presenting how they alter what the customers think and how they behave. To put it briefly, the study indicates that the process begins with personalization followed by engagement and retention. This perspective is useful in the qualitative research and allows them to systematize the evidence (Perez-Vega, 2020).
1.11 [bookmark: _Toc220931723]Overview of Methodology
To investigate the impact of personalized digital marketing on the loyalty of customers in online shopping, they apply qualitative research in this paper. The research does not gather new information. It incorporates the available resources in the form of industry reports, research papers, company records, and case studies. They adopt the method of documentary analysis: they read documents attentively and examine them to discover helpful information. The data is coded into themes and common ideas concerning personalization, customer engagement and retention are sought. This method is selected due to its low cost, efficiency under the conditions of abundant written evidence, and the ability to get to know the actual practices without collecting new information. The negative is that they are unable to get direct opinions of people and have to rely on what is provided, its quality and as much as it addresse (Ahmed et al., 2025).
1.12 [bookmark: _Toc220931724]Structure of the Dissertation


This dissertation is organised into six chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the study by outlining the research topic, problem statement, aims, research questions, significance of the study, theoretical background, and an overview of the research approach. Chapter 2 reviews relevant academic literature and examines key concepts and theoretical relationships that inform the study. Chapter 3 explains the qualitative secondary research methodology, including data sources, selection criteria, and thematic analysis procedures. Chapter 4 presents the main themes that emerged from the documentary analysis of academic and industry sources. Chapter 5 discusses these findings in relation to existing theories and prior research, highlighting their theoretical and practical implications. Finally, Chapter 6 concludes the study by summarising the key findings, outlining the contributions to knowledge and practice, acknowledging the limitations, and offering recommendations for future research.




[bookmark: _Toc220931725]Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter critically reviews existing academic and industry literature on personalised digital marketing and its influence on customer retention within e-commerce contexts. The purpose of the review is not merely to summarise prior studies, but to evaluate how personalised strategies are theorised, implemented, and assessed in relation to trust, customer engagement, emotional responses, and long-term loyalty. To achieve this, the literature is organised thematically, allowing for systematic comparison of perspectives, areas of consensus, and points of contention across studies.
The review begins by examining the evolution and application of personalised digital marketing practices, before analysing core constructs central to this study, including trust, engagement, and retention. It then explores emotional and cognitive responses to personalisation, alongside documented risks associated with intrusive or poorly governed practices. Ethical and equitable approaches to personalisation are also critically considered, reflecting growing concerns regarding data privacy and consumer autonomy.
In addition, the chapter reviews the theoretical foundations that inform the study and traces key conceptual developments in the literature. By identifying gaps, inconsistencies, and underexplored mechanisms, this review provides a clear rationale for the qualitative documentary methodology adopted and informs the conceptual framework guiding the analysis.

2.0 [bookmark: _Toc220931726]Understanding Personalised Digital Marketing
Personalised digital marketing refers to the strategic tailoring of marketing messages, content, and offers to individual consumers based on their preferences, behaviours, and contextual data. Academic literature characterises personalisation as a customer-centric marketing approach that enhances relevance and perceived value by utilising digital data generated through online interactions (Desai, 2022). Rather than delivering uniform messages to a mass audience, personalised marketing aims to align communications with individual needs, thereby strengthening relational outcomes such as trust, engagement, and loyalty. However, the concept is not always defined consistently across studies. Some scholars describe personalisation as basic rule-based targeting and segmentation, while others frame it as AI-driven prediction and real-time adaptation. This definitional variation makes it difficult to compare findings across contexts and creates inconsistencies in how “personalisation effectiveness” is measured and evaluated.
Historically, marketing communication followed a mass-marketing logic, where identical messages were disseminated to broad audiences with limited segmentation. The expansion of digital technologies enabled a shift from this one-to-many approach towards one-to-one marketing interactions. Early forms of personalisation relied on basic segmentation and rule-based targeting using cookies and browsing data. Over time, advances in artificial intelligence, machine learning, and predictive analytics have transformed personalisation into a dynamic and adaptive process. Contemporary systems not only respond to past consumer behaviour but also anticipate future preferences by analysing patterns across large datasets (Vallabhaneni et al., 2024). This evolution reflects a broader strategic shift in e-commerce, where personalisation is increasingly positioned as a mechanism for sustaining competitive advantage through enhanced customer relationships rather than merely improving short-term conversion metrics. Nevertheless, much of the existing evidence focuses on immediate outcomes such as clicks, conversions, and engagement rates, while fewer studies demonstrate whether these benefits translate into long-term retention and loyalty. In addition, the effectiveness of personalisation appears conditional rather than universal, as customer reactions vary depending on data sensitivity, perceived transparency, and individual privacy orientations. Therefore, while personalisation is widely presented as a strategic advantage, its impact on sustained customer relationships must be interpreted cautiously and within context-specific boundaries.
Forms and Tools of Personalised Digital Marketing
Personalised digital marketing is operationalised through a range of tools that enable firms to customise customer interactions across digital touchpoints. Email personalisation remains one of the most widely adopted techniques, allowing organisations to tailor subject lines, content, and product recommendations based on previous purchases or browsing behaviour. Research suggests that such targeted email communications enhance relevance and reduce information overload, thereby increasing engagement and response rates (Lopes and Casais, 2022).
Targeted digital advertising represents another significant form of personalisation. Using demographic, behavioural, and psychographic data, firms deliver customised advertisements across social media platforms and search engines. These advertisements aim to increase perceived relevance and recall by aligning promotional content with individual consumer interests. In addition, algorithmic product recommendation systems are extensively used within e-commerce
platforms. These systems analyse individual and collective behavioural data to suggest products that align with user preferences, thereby facilitating decision-making and encouraging continued interaction.
Personalisation also operates through the adaptation of website content based on browsing and search histories, enabling dynamic adjustment of product displays, search results, and promotional banners (Har et al., 2022). Importantly, the literature distinguishes between contextual personalisation, which responds to situational factors such as location or time, and behavioural personalisation, which relies on long-term behavioural data. Behavioural personalisation is often considered more predictive and strategically valuable, as it supports deeper engagement and relationship development over time.

Personalised vs Non-Personalised Product Experiences
Empirical studies frequently report that consumers respond more positively to personalised product experiences than to non-personalised or generic alternatives. Personalised experiences enhance perceived relevance and satisfaction by aligning offerings with individual preferences, leading customers to feel recognised and understood (Pech and Vrchota, 2022). This perceived recognition can strengthen both emotional and cognitive engagement, which are widely regarded as precursors to retention. However, the strength of these benefits appears conditional rather than universal. Positive outcomes are more likely when personalisation is accurate, aligns with the consumer’s expectations, and is applied to product categories where relevance and guidance are valued (e.g., high-choice or high-involvement purchases). When recommendations are inaccurate or poorly matched, personalisation may reduce perceived competence and create frustration rather than engagement.

In contrast, non-personalised experiences present uniform content to all users, often resulting in perceived irrelevance and reduced engagement. Generic product displays may overwhelm consumers with excessive choice or fail to capture attention, increasing the likelihood of disengagement. Research further indicates that personalised environments can improve decision efficiency by reducing search effort and cognitive load, thereby strengthening confidence in the platform’s usability and competence (Song, Lim and Oh, 2021). Nevertheless, some customers may prefer non-personalised experiences when they value exploration, novelty, or autonomy, suggesting that personalisation may not always be interpreted as beneficial. Consumer privacy orientation is also significant: customers who are more privacy-sensitive may interpret tailored content as a signal of surveillance, weakening trust even when recommendations are useful.
From a strategic perspective, the distinction between personalised and non-personalised experiences highlights the role of personalisation in shaping not only immediate purchasing behaviour but also longer-term relational outcomes. By reducing friction in the customer journey and enabling more meaningful interactions, personalised experiences can support sustained engagement and loyalty within competitive e-commerce environments. However, these effects are bounded by an intrusiveness threshold: when personalisation becomes excessive, overly frequent, or references sensitive data, it can trigger discomfort, resistance, and withdrawal. Therefore, personalisation can strengthen retention only when it balances relevance with accuracy, transparency, and respect for customer autonomy rather than assuming that increased tailoring always improves customer relationships.

[bookmark: _Toc220931727]2.1 Key Constructs: Trust, Engagement, and Loyalty
Trust as a Foundational Construct in Personalisation
Trust is widely recognised within marketing literature as a prerequisite for developing and sustaining long-term customer–brand relationships, particularly in digital environments where interactions are mediated by technology (Stocchi et al., 2021). Trust refers to a customer’s belief that a brand is reliable, competent, and acts in the customer’s best interest. It typically includes cognitive trust (judgements about competence, integrity, and reliability) and affective trust (feelings of security and confidence in the relationship). In this dissertation, trust is central because personalisation depends on customer data, which can heighten perceived risk and uncertainty when organisations lack transparency, clear consent, or credible governance practices. In e-commerce contexts, where switching costs are often low, weakened trust can quickly translate into disengagement and customer loss, directly linking trust formation to the research problem of retention.
Trust is commonly measured in the literature using survey-based constructs such as perceived reliability, integrity, benevolence, credibility, and security. Typical indicators include perceived accuracy of recommendations, confidence in the brand’s use of data, perceived fairness and transparency of personalisation, perceived privacy protection, and willingness to rely on the brand in future decisions. Within this study’s secondary documentary analysis, trust is interpreted through reported outcomes such as increased perceived credibility, reduced uncertainty, higher confidence in recommendations, and positive evaluations of the brand’s integrity and data practices. Conversely, trust is undermined when personalisation is perceived as intrusive, manipulative, or opaque (Pal, Babakerkhell and Roy, 2022), reflected in indicators such as suspicion, privacy anxiety, reluctance to share data, and avoidance or disengagement behaviours.
However, these studies are limited because trust is frequently assessed through self-reported perceptions captured at a single point in time, which may overstate trust due to social desirability or short-term satisfaction. In addition, trust measures are not always aligned across studies, with some emphasising security and privacy while others focus on competence or benevolence, reducing comparability. For documentary analysis, an additional limitation is that trust is often inferred from secondary narratives (e.g., reported confidence or satisfaction), which may reflect how organisations frame outcomes rather than directly observed behavioural trust (such as sustained data sharing, repeat purchase, or reduced churn). Therefore, while trust is consistently positioned as an enabling condition for effective personalisation, the evidence must be interpreted cautiously, and trust should be treated as a conditional boundary that can either support or constrain long-term retention depending on transparency, consent, and perceived control.

Customer Engagement as a Mediator
Customer engagement is conceptualised as a multidimensional construct capturing the intensity of a customer’s relationship with a brand across cognitive, emotional, and behavioural dimensions (Obilo, Chefor and Saleh, 2020). Cognitive engagement reflects attention, interest, and perceived relevance; emotional engagement refers to affective responses such as enjoyment, attachment, and satisfaction; and behavioural engagement refers to observable participation such as repeat visits, content interaction, and continued platform usage. In the personalisation–retention relationship, engagement is especially important because personalisation is intended to move customers beyond passive exposure into deeper involvement with the brand experience. This emphasis directly links to the research problem in e-commerce, where retention is threatened by low switching costs and high competitive choice; sustained engagement provides the mechanism that encourages customers to continue using the platform rather than churn.
Engagement is commonly measured through both perceptual and behavioural indicators. In quantitative studies, cognitive and emotional engagement are often measured using survey scales (e.g., perceived involvement, enthusiasm, enjoyment, and attachment). Behavioural engagement is frequently measured using analytics-based indicators such as click-through activity, time spent on site, repeat visits, email open/click rates, app usage frequency, content sharing, and responsiveness to recommendations. Within this dissertation’s documentary analysis, engagement is interpreted through how sources describe increased interaction intensity, stronger emotional responses, and higher participation behaviours following personalised experiences. Scholarly evidence indicates that engagement represents the mechanism through which marketing inputs translate into long-term behavioural outcomes (Obiegbu and Larsen, 2024). Personalisation alone does not guarantee retention; rather, it is the engagement generated by personalised experiences—attention, emotional connection, and repeat interaction—that sustains loyalty and reduces churn.
However, these studies are limited because engagement is operationalised inconsistently across the literature. Some studies treat behavioural signals (clicks, time-on-site, opens) as evidence of engagement, while others conceptualise engagement as a deeper psychological state (emotional attachment, enthusiasm, identification). This creates a measurement gap where “high engagement” in analytics terms may reflect curiosity or short-term promotion response rather than relationship strength. In addition, many platform metrics capture activity but not motivation, making it difficult to distinguish genuine engagement from habit, convenience, or algorithmic nudging. For documentary analysis, a further limitation is that secondary sources may report engagement outcomes selectively (e.g., highlighting increases in interaction), while underreporting disengagement, fatigue, or negative reactions to personalisation. Consequently, engagement should be interpreted as a multi-layered construct, and claims that personalisation increases retention must be assessed in light of which engagement dimension is actually being evidenced and whether it plausibly supports long-term relationship continuation.
Customer Loyalty and Retention
Customer loyalty is a central outcome of personalised digital marketing and is typically distinguished between attitudinal and behavioural loyalty. Attitudinal loyalty refers to positive brand commitment, emotional attachment, preference, and intention to continue the relationship. Behavioural loyalty is reflected in repeat purchasing, continued usage, and resistance to switching, providing a more observable indicator of loyalty in competitive e-commerce contexts (Ghorbanzadeh and Rahehagh, 2021). Retention is closely related and refers to the continuation of the customer–brand relationship over time, often operationalised as the sustained pattern of repurchase or ongoing platform use. This distinction is important for the research problem because e-commerce environments are characterised by low switching costs, high competitive choice, and frequent churn; therefore, retention is not secured by satisfaction alone but requires sustained behavioural continuation of the relationship.
Loyalty and retention are commonly measured using both intention-based and behaviour-based metrics. Attitudinal loyalty is often measured via survey indicators such as repurchase intention, recommendation intention (word-of-mouth), commitment, and preference for the brand. Behavioural loyalty and retention are frequently measured using organisational data such as repeat purchase rate, purchase frequency, customer lifetime value, churn rate, renewal rates (for subscriptions), and duration of customer relationship. In documentary evidence, loyalty and retention are inferred through reported outcomes such as increased repeat buying, reduced churn, higher lifetime value, stronger advocacy, and stated willingness to remain with the platform. Retaining existing customers is widely viewed as more economically valuable than acquisition because it reduces marketing costs and improves profitability over time (Hussain et al., 2024). Overall, loyalty and retention represent long-term outcomes of effective personalisation, but they are contingent on trust formation and engagement strength, meaning personalisation only contributes to retention when it strengthens relationship quality rather than triggering privacy concern or perceived manipulation.
However, these studies are limited because loyalty is often assessed through intention-based measures (e.g., “I intend to repurchase”), which do not always translate into actual behaviour in fast-moving e-commerce markets. In addition, retention metrics such as churn and customer lifetime value are not consistently available across studies, leading many researchers to rely on proxy indicators like engagement or satisfaction. For documentary analysis, another limitation is that retention outcomes may be selectively reported (e.g., highlighting loyalty increases) without transparent baseline comparison or time horizon. Consequently, while loyalty and retention are widely positioned as outcomes of personalisation, the evidence base requires careful interpretation regarding whether reported improvements reflect sustained behaviour over time rather than short-term positive responses.

2.1 [bookmark: _Toc220931728]Emotional and Cognitive Responses to Personalised Marketing
Positive Emotional Responses
Emotional responses play a central role in shaping customer attitudes towards personalised digital marketing. Prior research indicates that customers experience feelings of recognition, appreciation, and personal relevance when marketing messages align closely with their individual preferences and needs (Khatoon and Rehman, 2021). Such emotional reactions strengthen the perceived relationship between the customer and the brand, signalling attentiveness and customer-centric intent rather than impersonal mass communication. Personal relevance, in particular, enhances enjoyment and satisfaction by creating experiences that customers perceive as meaningful and tailored, thereby increasing emotional attachment to the brand.
Importantly, emotional responses do not emerge instantaneously but develop cumulatively through repeated personalised interactions. As customers consistently receive relevant and considerate content, positive affect intensifies and contributes to deeper relational bonds. This emotional attachment fosters trust and psychological comfort, creating conditions that encourage continued engagement. Over time, these affective responses function as a relational mechanism that supports loyalty and reduces switching intentions, highlighting emotion as a key pathway through which personalised marketing contributes to retention rather than merely short-term engagement (Tiiri, 2024).
However, these studies are limited because positive emotional responses are often assumed rather than critically examined. Many rely on self-reported feelings such as enjoyment or satisfaction, which may reflect temporary mood states or novelty effects rather than durable emotional bonds. In addition, emotional benefits appear highly context-dependent: customers may respond positively to personalisation in hedonic or high-involvement product categories, but less so in utilitarian contexts where efficiency outweighs emotional connection. Furthermore, emotional reactions are sensitive to accuracy and transparency; when personalisation appears excessive, poorly timed, or based on sensitive data, the same emotional cues of recognition may be reinterpreted as intrusive rather than caring. Therefore, while emotional resonance is widely presented as a driver of retention, its effectiveness depends on sustained relevance, appropriate intensity, and alignment with customer expectations, reinforcing the need to treat emotional responses as conditional rather than universally positive.
Cognitive Responses and Perceived Value
Alongside emotional reactions, cognitive evaluations significantly influence how customers assess personalised digital marketing initiatives. Cognitive responses relate to customers’ rational judgements regarding usefulness, convenience, and efficiency. Personalised content is often perceived as valuable because it can reduce information overload and simplify decision-making processes within complex e-commerce environments (Hanaysha, 2022). By presenting relevant products, recommendations, or information at appropriate moments, personalisation may enhance perceived efficiency and support more informed purchasing decisions. This is particularly relevant in high-choice environments where customers face search costs and cognitive fatigue, meaning cognitive value can act as a retention driver through convenience and reduced effort.
Furthermore, when personalised marketing reflects an accurate understanding of customer preferences, it reinforces perceptions of organisational competence and responsiveness. Customers may interpret such relevance as evidence that the firm is capable of anticipating needs and delivering meaningful value (Tiiri, 2024). These cognitive evaluations can strengthen favourable brand attitudes and reinforce customers’ confidence in platform reliability. Importantly, cognitive and emotional responses are often interdependent; perceived usefulness can reinforce positive emotions, while emotional satisfaction may amplify perceived value. Together, these responses shape customers’ overall assessment of personalisation and influence longer-term behavioural intentions.
However, these studies are limited because “perceived value” is frequently measured through self-reported usefulness or convenience, which may not reflect actual decision quality or long-term relationship continuation. In addition, cognitive benefits depend heavily on recommendation accuracy; when personalisation is incorrect, repetitive, or overly narrow, it can increase frustration, reduce perceived competence, and create a “filter bubble” experience that limits exploration. The literature also tends to generalise cognitive value as universally positive, despite evidence that some customers prefer autonomy and discovery, particularly when they suspect algorithmic steering. Finally, while improved efficiency may increase short-term satisfaction, it does not automatically translate into retention unless it is accompanied by trust and consistent performance over time. Therefore, cognitive responses should be interpreted as a conditional mechanism that supports retention only when personalisation remains accurate, non-manipulative, and aligned with customer expectations.
Role of Emotional Relationship in Retention
Emotional relationships formed through personalised marketing are widely recognised as a key driver of customer retention. Emotional attachment encourages customers to revisit platforms, repeat purchases, and maintain long-term relationships with brands (Nabil Izz al-Din Tarifi and Bakhsh, 2017). Unlike purely transactional loyalty, emotional loyalty reflects a deeper affective commitment in which customers identify with the brand and perceive relational value beyond functional benefits. This is particularly significant in competitive e-commerce environments because emotional attachment can create psychological switching costs, reducing the likelihood that customers move to alternative platforms solely based on price or convenience.

Such emotional bonds may increase customers’ willingness to remain loyal even when faced with competitive alternatives, minor service failures, or small price differences. Customers who feel emotionally connected are more likely to tolerate inconvenience and continue engagement due to accumulated positive experiences and trust (Bae and Jeon, 2022). Consequently, personalised digital marketing can contribute to retention not simply by stimulating repeat transactions, but by fostering emotionally grounded relationships that support durable customer–brand connections.
However, these studies are limited because the causal pathway between emotional attachment and retention is not always clearly demonstrated. Much of the evidence relies on cross-sectional survey designs that measure emotional loyalty and repurchase intention at the same time, making it difficult to confirm whether emotions drive retention or whether repeat purchasing strengthens emotional attachment. In addition, emotional loyalty may be more relevant for certain product categories (e.g., identity-linked or hedonic products) than for utilitarian purchases where functional value dominates. Emotional strategies can also backfire when personalisation is perceived as overly intimate, intrusive, or manipulative, which may generate discomfort rather than attachment. Therefore, while emotional relationships represent an important retention mechanism, their impact should be interpreted as context-dependent and shaped by trust, transparency, and the perceived appropriateness of personalised interactions.

2.2 [bookmark: _Toc220931729]Negative Consequences of Over-Personalisation
Privacy Concerns and Perceived Intrusiveness
While personalised digital marketing is intended to enhance relevance and customer experience, excessive or poorly governed personalisation frequently generates privacy concerns. Customers may perceive personalised communications as intrusive when firms rely heavily on detailed behavioural tracking, browsing histories, or predictive algorithms to infer personal preferences. Such practices can create a sense of constant surveillance, leading consumers to experience discomfort and anxiety regarding the extent of data collection. Research indicates that personalisation becomes particularly problematic when marketing messages reference sensitive attributes or recent online activities in ways that exceed consumer expectations (Alhelaly, Dhillon and Oliveira, 2025). As awareness of data protection, algorithmic profiling, and digital privacy increases, consumers have become more cautious about how their personal information is accessed and utilised. In this context, perceived intrusiveness undermines the intended benefits of personalisation by replacing feelings of relevance with suspicion and resistance.
However, these studies are limited because privacy concern and intrusiveness are often treated as uniform reactions, despite evidence that customer tolerance varies significantly across individuals, cultures, and product categories. Many studies rely on self-reported discomfort or concern rather than observing actual behavioural outcomes such as reduced engagement, opt-outs, or churn. In addition, the literature rarely specifies a clear intrusiveness threshold, making it difficult to determine when personalisation shifts from being helpful to harmful. Some customers may accept extensive data use when value is clear and consent is explicit, while others may perceive even minimal tracking as invasive. Consequently, privacy concerns should be understood as a context-dependent boundary condition rather than a universal constraint, shaping whether personalisation strengthens or weakens customer relationships in competitive e-commerce environments.
Trust Erosion and Psychological Discomfort
Excessive personalisation also poses a significant risk to customer trust, particularly when transparency and consent mechanisms are weak or unclear. Trust is closely associated with perceptions of fairness, control, and responsible data use. When customers believe that brands exploit personal information without adequate disclosure, personalised marketing efforts may trigger scepticism regarding organisational motives. Intrusive or overly aggressive personalisation can therefore generate psychological discomfort, reducing confidence in the brand’s integrity and competence (Davit Londaridze, 2024). In addition, inaccurate recommendations or misinterpretations of consumer preferences can reinforce perceptions of organisational incompetence, amplifying dissatisfaction and weakening relational confidence.
Over time, such negative experiences can erode trust and prompt customers to disengage, restrict data sharing, or migrate to alternative platforms that better align with their privacy expectations. The literature frequently suggests that trust erosion may occur abruptly rather than gradually, implying that over-personalisation represents a high-risk strategy with potentially irreversible consequences for customer relationships. This observation is particularly relevant in e-commerce contexts, where switching costs are low and alternative platforms are readily available, intensifying the impact of trust breakdown on retention.
However, these studies are limited because trust erosion is often inferred from reported discomfort or attitudinal responses, rather than directly measured behavioural outcomes such as churn, account deletion, or long-term avoidance. Moreover, the assumption that trust loss is irreversible may overstate its permanence; some customers may rebuild trust if firms introduce corrective actions such as clearer consent options, transparency disclosures, or personalisation controls. The literature also tends to generalise trust erosion effects without sufficiently accounting for customer heterogeneity, including differences in privacy tolerance, brand attachment, or prior relationship strength. Therefore, while trust erosion represents a critical risk of over-personalisation, its severity and durability appear context-dependent, underscoring the need to examine trust as a dynamic boundary condition rather than a fixed outcome in personalised digital marketing.
Over-Targeting, Manipulation, and Ethical Risks
Beyond privacy and trust concerns, over-personalisation introduces broader ethical risks related to manipulation and consumer autonomy. Highly targeted persuasive techniques may overwhelm customers, creating fatigue and emotional withdrawal rather than engagement (Sun et al., 2023). Ethical concerns are particularly pronounced when personalisation exploits behavioural vulnerabilities, encourages impulsive consumption, or targets sensitive consumer segments. In such cases, personalised marketing may shift from value creation to perceived manipulation, undermining long-term loyalty and weakening brand credibility. These risks highlight the need for firms to balance relevance with ethical restraint, ensuring that personalisation supports customer welfare rather than prioritising short-term commercial outcomes.
However, these studies are limited because “manipulation” and “autonomy loss” are often discussed conceptually without consistent operational definitions or measurable indicators. Much of the evidence relies on consumer perceptions (e.g., feeling pressured or controlled) rather than observed behavioural outcomes such as disengagement, complaint behaviour, or churn. In addition, the boundary between persuasive personalisation and unethical manipulation is not always clearly specified, and may vary depending on context, product type, and customer vulnerability. Consequently, while ethical risks are widely acknowledged, further clarity is needed on how over-targeting translates into long-term retention harm and what governance mechanisms effectively prevent personalisation from being perceived as exploitative.

2.3 [bookmark: _Toc220931730]Strategies for Ethical, Constructive, and Equitable Personalisation

Transparency and Customer Control
Ethical personalisation is fundamentally grounded in transparency and customer autonomy regarding data practices. Clear communication about how customer data are collected, stored, and utilised is essential for fostering trust and reducing perceptions of intrusion. Consent-based personalisation frameworks allow customers to actively determine whether personalisation is applied and the extent to which their data may be used (Smieskol, Jakobi and Grafenstein, 2025). When organisations provide accessible privacy notices and clearly explain the rationale behind tailored interactions, customers are more likely to interpret personalisation as value-enhancing rather than manipulative. This is directly relevant to the research problem because in e-commerce environments—where switching costs are low—loss of trust linked to opaque data use can rapidly increase churn. Transparency and control therefore function as relationship-stabilising mechanisms that support long-term retention by reducing perceived risk in data-dependent personalisation.
Customer control mechanisms further strengthen ethical implementation by enabling individuals to manage preference settings, adjust personalisation intensity, or opt out entirely. Such features empower customers and reinforce perceptions of fairness and respect. From a managerial perspective, transparency and control are not merely compliance requirements but strategic tools that enhance legitimacy and long-term relationship quality. As Sun et al. (2023) argue, firms that prioritise informed consent and user autonomy are better positioned to sustain engagement while remaining aligned with evolving regulatory and societal expectations.
However, these studies are limited because transparency and consent are often treated as if they automatically build trust, even though many customers do not read privacy notices or may experience “consent fatigue” when confronted with repeated permission requests. In addition, the presence of control features does not guarantee meaningful autonomy if settings are difficult to locate, complex to manage, or designed in ways that nudge users towards accepting tracking. The literature also tends to be more normative (what firms should do) than evidence-based (what actually works in practice over time), meaning the direct impact of transparency and control on behavioural retention is not always clearly demonstrated. Therefore, while transparency and customer control are widely positioned as ethical foundations of personalisation, their effectiveness depends on implementation quality, usability, and the extent to which customers perceive the controls as genuine rather than symbolic.
Fair and Value-Enhancing Personalisation
Constructive and equitable personalisation prioritises customer value creation while respecting ethical boundaries. Rather than maximising persuasion through aggressive data exploitation, fair personalisation focuses on relevance, accuracy, and usefulness, enabling customers to make informed decisions without undue pressure (G. Manoj et al., 2025). Value-enhancing personalisation supports convenience and decision efficiency while avoiding excessive targeting that may generate discomfort or scepticism. When implemented appropriately, such approaches can strengthen trust and encourage ongoing engagement by signalling that personalisation is intended to support, rather than steer, customer decision-making.
Ethical risks emerge when personalisation strategies cross into manipulation, particularly when behavioural data are used to exploit vulnerabilities or induce impulsive consumption. To mitigate such risks, organisations must balance analytical precision with restraint, ensuring that data collection remains proportionate and purpose-driven. Reducing intrusiveness and limiting over-profiling are therefore critical to preserving customer trust and psychological comfort. Strategically, firms that embed fairness and respect into personalisation practices are more likely to achieve sustainable engagement and retention, especially in e-commerce environments where customer relationships are easily disrupted by perceived misuse of data.
However, these studies are limited because fairness and value creation are often discussed at a conceptual level without clear guidance on how firms operationalise them in practice. The literature provides limited empirical evidence demonstrating how organisations determine what constitutes “appropriate” levels of personalisation or how trade-offs between commercial performance and ethical restraint are managed. In addition, what customers perceive as fair or valuable may vary significantly depending on personal preferences, cultural norms, and privacy sensitivity. As a result, equitable personalisation should be viewed as a context-dependent strategy rather than a universally applicable solution, requiring continuous calibration to ensure that value creation does not unintentionally undermine trust or long-term retention.

2.4 [bookmark: _Toc220931731]Theoretical Underpinnings for the Study
Relationship Marketing Theory
Relationship Marketing Theory provides a foundational lens for understanding how personalised digital marketing contributes to long-term customer retention in e-commerce. Rather than focusing on discrete transactions, the theory emphasises the development of enduring, mutually beneficial relationships grounded in trust, commitment, communication, and perceived service quality (Abd-El-Salam, 2023). In digital commerce contexts, these relational dimensions are particularly salient because customers must share personal data and rely on platforms they cannot physically assess. Within this framework, personalised digital marketing operates as a relational enabler, translating relationship marketing principles into data-driven, individualised interactions that aim to strengthen ongoing customer–brand relationships.
As illustrated in the conceptual diagram, trust, commitment, communication, and service quality function as core relational antecedents that converge through personalised digital marketing practices. Personalised communications and tailored recommendations signal attentiveness and responsiveness, reinforcing trust and perceived service quality. Over time, repeated relevant interactions foster commitment by making customers feel recognised as individuals rather than treated as anonymous market segments. Relationship Marketing Theory suggests that this sense of relational recognition increases psychological attachment and reduces switching behaviour, which is critical in e-commerce environments characterised by intense competition and low switching costs.
Importantly, this theoretical perspective directly addresses the research problem of customer retention in e-commerce. While many platforms compete on price or convenience, Relationship Marketing Theory explains why retention depends on relationship quality rather than transactional efficiency alone. Personalisation becomes effective not simply because it increases relevance, but because it strengthens relational bonds that encourage customers to remain loyal even when alternatives are readily available. This positions personalised digital marketing as a strategic relational investment rather than a short-term promotional tactic.
However, the application of Relationship Marketing Theory to personalised digital marketing is not without limitations. Much of the literature assumes that relational constructs such as trust and commitment naturally emerge from personalised interactions, without fully accounting for privacy concerns, perceived manipulation, or customer resistance to data-driven targeting. In addition, many studies infer relational strength from attitudinal measures rather than observing sustained behavioural retention over time. Consequently, while Relationship Marketing Theory provides a strong explanatory foundation, its effectiveness in personalised digital contexts is conditional on ethical implementation, transparency, and customer control. This reinforces the need for the present study to critically examine how relationship-based mechanisms operate in practice and whether personalised strategies genuinely translate into durable customer retention within e-commerce environments.
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Customer Engagement Theory
Customer Engagement Theory complements Relationship Marketing Theory by explaining the behavioural and psychological process through which personalised digital marketing influences retention outcomes. Engagement is conceptualised as a multidimensional construct encompassing cognitive attention, emotional involvement, and behavioural participation in brand interactions (Opoku, Agyapong and Alhassan, 2024). This is directly relevant to the research problem because e-commerce platforms operate in highly competitive environments where customers can switch easily; therefore, retention depends on maintaining ongoing interaction and psychological investment rather than achieving a single transaction.
As illustrated in the engagement diagram, personalised digital marketing (the study focus) is theorised to stimulate three engagement pathways. First, personalisation increases cognitive attention by improving relevance and reducing search effort, making customers more likely to notice and process content. Second, it strengthens emotional involvement by creating feelings of recognition, satisfaction, and relational warmth when experiences feel meaningfully tailored. Third, it encourages behavioural participation through repeat visits, content interaction, and responsiveness to recommendations. These dimensions collectively form customer engagement, which then functions as the mechanism that supports customer retention in e-commerce. In this logic, personalisation does not retain customers automatically; it retains customers through sustained engagement that reduces churn and increases continued usage and repurchase.
However, these studies are limited because engagement is measured inconsistently across the literature. Some research equates engagement with short-term activity (clicks, time-on-site, opens), while other studies treat engagement as a deeper psychological state (attachment, involvement, enthusiasm). This creates uncertainty about whether observed “engagement gains” reflect durable relationship strength or temporary curiosity driven by promotions and novelty. In addition, the pathway shown in the diagram can be disrupted when personalisation is perceived as intrusive or manipulative; in such cases, attention and participation may decline, and emotional involvement may shift from comfort to discomfort. Therefore, while Customer Engagement Theory provides a strong explanation for how personalisation can lead to retention, the relationship is best understood as conditional on relevance, accuracy, and ethical governance (e.g., transparency and perceived control), rather than universally positive across all contexts.
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The Personalisation → Engagement → Retention Pathway
Taken together, Relationship Marketing Theory and Customer Engagement Theory support a sequential conceptual pathway in which personalised digital marketing acts as the strategic input, customer engagement functions as the central mediating mechanism, and customer retention emerges as the long-term outcome. Relationship Marketing Theory explains why personalisation matters by highlighting the importance of trust, commitment, communication, and perceived service quality in sustaining customer relationships. Customer Engagement Theory explains how personalisation produces retention by detailing the cognitive, emotional, and behavioural processes through which customers develop ongoing involvement with a brand.
This pathway directly addresses the research problem of customer retention in e-commerce, where intense competition and low switching costs mean that transactional satisfaction alone is insufficient to prevent churn. Personalised digital marketing does not retain customers automatically; rather, it enhances relevance and relational quality, which stimulates engagement through increased attention, emotional involvement, and behavioural participation. Sustained engagement, in turn, reduces switching behaviour and supports continued platform use and repeat purchasing over time.
However, this pathway is not unconditional. The literature indicates that trust, perceived intrusiveness, and ethical governance operate as boundary conditions that can either enable or disrupt the transition from personalisation to engagement. When personalisation is inaccurate, opaque, or perceived as manipulative, engagement may weaken or reverse, preventing retention despite high levels of personalisation. Consequently, the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention pathway provides a robust but contingent explanatory framework, reinforcing the need for this study’s qualitative documentary analysis to examine not only whether personalisation works, but under what conditions it supports sustained customer retention in e-commerce environments.

2.5 [bookmark: _Toc220931732]Timeline of Theoretical and Conceptual Development

The conceptual understanding of customer–brand relationships has evolved substantially over time, reflecting shifts in market structures, technology, and consumer behaviour. Early marketing theories were primarily grounded in customer satisfaction models, which assumed that meeting or exceeding expectations would naturally lead to repeat purchasing behaviour (L et al., 2023). While these models offered useful insights in relatively stable and low-competition markets, they have been criticised for oversimplifying loyalty formation. In particular, satisfaction-based approaches fail to explain why customers frequently switch brands despite being satisfied, a limitation that becomes especially pronounced in digital and e-commerce environments characterised by low switching costs and abundant alternatives.
During the 1990s and early 2000s, scholarly attention shifted towards loyalty- and trust-based frameworks. These models acknowledged that sustained customer relationships depend not only on satisfaction but also on confidence in brand reliability, integrity, and value delivery. Trust became particularly central in online contexts, where customers face heightened perceived risk and rely on firms to manage personal and transactional data responsibly. However, while trust-based theories improved understanding of relationship stability, they were often criticised for treating trust as a relatively static construct, offering limited insight into the ongoing interaction processes through which trust is built, reinforced, or eroded over time.
From approximately 2005 onwards, customer engagement emerged as a dominant conceptual lens. Engagement frameworks extended prior theories by incorporating cognitive, emotional, and behavioural involvement as mechanisms linking marketing activity to retention (Vinerean and Opreana, 2021). This shift addressed earlier limitations by recognising customers as active participants rather than passive recipients of value. Nevertheless, engagement research has been challenged for its inconsistent definitions and measurement approaches, with some studies equating engagement with short-term activity metrics while others emphasise deeper psychological involvement.
In recent years, the integration of artificial intelligence and advanced analytics has further transformed personalisation practices, enabling predictive and dynamic customer experiences. While these developments have increased the potential effectiveness of personalisation, they have also intensified ethical concerns related to privacy, transparency, and consumer autonomy. Contemporary research increasingly frames personalisation not merely as a performance-enhancing tool, but as a strategic practice requiring ethical balance to avoid trust erosion and disengagement. This historical progression highlights that no single theoretical perspective fully explains retention in modern e-commerce contexts, reinforcing the need to integrate relationship marketing, engagement theory, and ethical considerations when examining how personalised digital marketing influences long-term customer retention.
2.6 [bookmark: _Toc220931733]Synthesis of Literature and Identified Gaps
What the Literature Agrees On
Across academic and practitioner research, there is broad agreement that personalised digital marketing can enhance customer engagement within e-commerce environments. Many studies suggest that tailored messages, customised recommendations, and personalised content increase consumers’ cognitive attention, emotional involvement, and perceived relevance of brand interactions. Engagement is widely recognised as a key mechanism linking personalisation to favourable behavioural outcomes, including repeat purchasing and reduced switching intentions. Empirical findings frequently indicate that customers reporting higher engagement also demonstrate stronger loyalty and greater resistance to competitive alternatives. Importantly, the literature emphasises that personalisation does not operate independently; rather, its influence is realised through customers’ psychological and emotional responses, reinforcing engagement as a central mediator in the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention pathway.
However, these studies are limited because the evidence base is often built on short-term engagement indicators (clicks, opens, time-on-site) rather than long-term retention metrics (churn reduction, repeat purchase over time, customer lifetime value). As a result, many studies demonstrate that personalisation increases interaction, but provide weaker confirmation that it consistently sustains retention across extended periods and competitive conditions.
What the Literature Disagrees On
Despite general consensus on positive outcomes, the literature reveals notable disagreements in two key areas. First, scholars differ on the relative importance of emotional versus cognitive drivers of retention. Some studies prioritise emotional attachment and affective commitment as the primary determinants of loyalty, suggesting retention is driven by identity, relational warmth, and psychological bonding. In contrast, other research argues that perceived usefulness, convenience, efficiency, and economic value are more influential, particularly in utilitarian e-commerce settings where functional benefits dominate. These contrasting positions suggest that retention drivers vary depending on context, product type, and customer motivations rather than following a single universal pattern.
Second, there is ongoing debate regarding the intrusiveness threshold at which personalisation becomes harmful. Certain studies indicate that customers appreciate highly tailored experiences when relevance is high and value is clear, while others highlight increased privacy concerns, discomfort, and scepticism when personalisation relies on extensive tracking or sensitive inference. This disagreement reflects inconsistent definitions of “intrusiveness” and suggests personalisation outcomes are moderated by factors such as privacy orientation, perceived transparency, and the degree of customer control.
However, these studies are limited because many debates are based on attitudinal perceptions rather than behavioural evidence of switching or churn. In addition, the literature often compares findings across studies that use different personalisation types, different measurement scales, and different time horizons, which reduces the strength of direct conclusions about which mechanism dominates and when personalisation crosses into discomfort.

Gaps This Study Will Address
This review identifies several gaps warranting further investigation. First, there is limited qualitative secondary synthesis that integrates emotional, cognitive, and ethical dimensions of personalisation simultaneously, despite evidence that these mechanisms interact. Second, existing research provides insufficient clarity on how emotional engagement translates into retention over time, as many studies measure emotional responses and loyalty intention without tracing process development or contextual triggers. Third, guidance on implementing ethically balanced personalisation remains fragmented, with many frameworks being normative rather than empirically demonstrated in real e-commerce settings.
However, the most significant limitation is that much of the literature explains personalisation effects using survey-based or short-term analytics measures, leaving a gap in understanding how retention mechanisms are described, justified, and evidenced across broader documentary sources. This gap directly supports the present study’s qualitative documentary methodology, which is designed to interpret how personalisation influences retention through engagement while accounting for ethical boundaries, trust conditions, and contextual variation.
2.7 [bookmark: _Toc220931734]Conceptual Framework
This study is guided by a conceptual framework that explains how personalised digital marketing influences customer retention in e-commerce through the mediating role of customer engagement. Within this framework, personalisation represents the primary input and includes tailored communications, customised product recommendations, and individualised digital interactions. These practices shape customers’ perceptions of relevance, value, and recognition, creating the initial conditions for relationship development. This framing directly addresses the research problem because e-commerce retention is challenged by high competition and low switching costs; therefore, the study focuses on how personalisation can create relationship strength that discourages churn rather than merely improving short-term conversion.
The framework positions customer engagement as the central mediating construct linking personalisation to retention outcomes. Engagement is conceptualised as a multidimensional process encompassing cognitive engagement (attention and perceived relevance), emotional engagement (affective connection and satisfaction), and behavioural engagement (interaction frequency and repeat usage). Personalised marketing is theorised to stimulate these engagement dimensions by reducing cognitive effort, enhancing emotional resonance, and encouraging active participation. Consistent with Customer Engagement Theory, engagement is treated as the mechanism through which personalisation can translate into sustained relationship continuation rather than as a simple outcome of exposure.
The final outcome of the framework is customer retention, defined as sustained customer–brand relationships reflected through repeat purchasing, loyalty, and reduced switching behaviour. Retention is not viewed as a direct consequence of personalisation but as the result of sustained engagement generated by meaningful personalised experiences over time. Importantly, the framework recognises that this relationship is conditional rather than universal. Trust, transparency, perceived intrusiveness, and customer control act as boundary conditions that can enable or disrupt engagement. When personalisation is inaccurate, opaque, or perceived as manipulative, engagement may weaken and retention benefits may not occur despite high levels of targeting. This reflects the literature’s disagreement regarding the intrusiveness threshold and reinforces the need to interpret personalisation effects within ethical and contextual limits.
This conceptual structure provides a coherent analytical lens for the study by explicitly linking theoretical insights from Relationship Marketing Theory (trust, commitment, relationship quality) and Customer Engagement Theory (cognitive, emotional, behavioural engagement) to the research objectives and questions. It ensures consistency across the literature review, methodology, and findings by clarifying the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention pathway examined in this research. Moreover, it responds to the identified research gaps by integrating emotional, cognitive, and ethical dimensions within a single explanatory model, supporting the qualitative documentary approach used to evaluate how these mechanisms are evidenced and discussed across secondary sources.
In Summary, This chapter has critically reviewed academic and industry literature on personalised digital marketing and its influence on customer retention within e-commerce contexts. Rather than presenting personalisation as a uniformly effective strategy, the review evaluated how its impact varies depending on implementation quality, customer perceptions, and ethical governance. The chapter examined the evolution, forms, and tools of personalisation, alongside key relational constructs including trust, customer engagement, emotional and cognitive responses, loyalty, and retention, highlighting that these concepts are defined and measured inconsistently across studies.
The review identified broad agreement that personalised digital marketing can enhance engagement, but also revealed important debates regarding the relative importance of emotional versus cognitive drivers of retention and the threshold at which personalisation becomes intrusive. It further demonstrated that many studies rely on short-term engagement or intention-based metrics, offering limited insight into sustained behavioural retention in highly competitive e-commerce environments. Risks associated with over-personalisation—including privacy concerns, trust erosion, perceived manipulation, and ethical challenges—were shown to act as boundary conditions that can disrupt the effectiveness of personalised strategies rather than merely moderating their outcomes.
Drawing on Relationship Marketing Theory and Customer Engagement Theory, the chapter argued that personalisation contributes to retention indirectly, primarily through its ability to foster sustained cognitive, emotional, and behavioural engagement, rather than through direct transactional effects. By synthesising areas of consensus, disagreement, and limitation, the review identified clear gaps relating to emotional engagement pathways, ethical trade-offs, and the lack of integrative qualitative secondary analysis. These gaps informed the development of the conceptual framework positioning engagement as the mediating mechanism between personalisation and retention and provide a clear rationale for the qualitative documentary methodology adopted in Chapter 3.




[bookmark: _Toc220931735]Chapter 3: Methodology

This chapter describes the approaches and reasons why they have conducted the research to understand the role of personalized digital marketing in e-commerce customer retention. Since This is a qualitative and interpretive study, they are interested in the meaning, context, and interpretation rather than numbers. They examine the way of establishing and demonstrating trust, engagement, feelings, and loyalty in research and industry discussions. The qualitative documentary design is due to the lack of the possibility to access real customer data and personalization systems that are not public. This type of data would consume a lot of time, money and ethical clearance. Thus, the study will rely only on secondary sources such as peer-reviewed articles, industry reports, and books by practitioners. The chapter outlines the research philosophy, the qualitative approach and inductive logic, the selection of documents and the analysis of them using thematic analysis technique that they employed. It also discusses ethics, credibility checks and restrictions of the methods, which provides a clear foundation of the themes presented in Chapter 4 (Bhardwaj et al., 2024).

3.0 [bookmark: _Toc220931736]Research Philosophy
Interpretivist Research Paradigm
This study adopts an interpretivist research paradigm to examine how personalised digital marketing is understood, discussed, and evaluated in relation to trust, customer engagement, emotional attachment, and customer retention within e-commerce contexts. Interpretivism assumes that reality is socially constructed and shaped by human interpretation; therefore, constructs such as trust and loyalty are not fixed “facts” but are developed through perceptions, experiences, and relationship meanings within digital environments. This paradigm is particularly appropriate for marketing research because customer responses to personalisation are often influenced by perceived relevance, perceived risk, and relationship expectations rather than observable actions alone.
In line with this paradigm, the research focuses on how personalisation is framed and interpreted in academic and industry discussions, including the language used to describe relationship outcomes such as trust-building, emotional connection, and ongoing loyalty. Interpretivism therefore supports an analysis that prioritises contextual understanding of customer–brand relationship mechanisms, rather than treating personalisation as a purely technical input with uniform effects across settings (Paudel, 2024). By adopting this stance, the study is positioned to explore how personalised digital marketing is believed to influence retention under varying e-commerce conditions, acknowledging that meanings and interpretations may differ across contexts and stakeholder perspectives.
Ontological and Epistemological Assumptions

Ontologically, this study assumes that reality in digital marketing contexts is multiple and context-dependent, rather than singular and universally stable. Key constructs—trust, engagement, emotional attachment, and retention—are understood as socially and psychologically constructed outcomes shaped by platform design, data sensitivity, customer expectations, and prior experiences. As a result, the same personalisation practice may be interpreted differently by different audiences and in different e-commerce settings, reinforcing the view that customer–brand relationships are dynamic and contingent (Peck and Mummery, 2022).
Epistemologically, the study assumes that knowledge is generated through interpretation of meaning rather than direct measurement alone. Because the research relies on secondary documentary sources, understanding is developed by critically interpreting how credible academic and professional texts describe personalisation practices and their relationship effects. Peer-reviewed studies provide conceptual grounding and methodological rigor, while industry and organisational reports contribute applied insight into how personalisation is implemented and evaluated in practice. However, these sources may also reflect different purposes and potential biases, which makes critical interpretation essential (Ergashxodjaeva Shaxnoza Djasurovna, 2024).
These ontological and epistemological assumptions justify the selection of a qualitative documentary design, as the research seeks to interpret how personalisation–retention mechanisms are represented across credible sources, while recognising contextual variation and differences in perspective. This philosophical positioning ensures alignment between the research questions, the documentary evidence base, and the interpretive analysis approach applied throughout the dissertation.
3.1 [bookmark: _Toc220931737]Research Approach
Qualitative Research Approach
This study employs a qualitative research approach to examine how personalised digital marketing is discussed and evaluated in relation to customer trust, engagement, emotional response, and retention within e-commerce contexts. A qualitative approach is appropriate because the research questions focus on interpretations, meanings, and relational outcomes as articulated in academic and industry discourse, rather than on measuring behavioural outcomes through numerical indicators.
Quantitative methods were not adopted because they typically require access to primary customer datasets, platform analytics, or experimental designs, which were not feasible due to data accessibility constraints and ethical considerations. Moreover, quantitative metrics such as click-through rates or purchase frequency would not adequately capture how trust, emotional attachment, and engagement are conceptually framed and debated within the literature. By contrast, a qualitative approach enables systematic examination of how these constructs are explained, justified, and critiqued across scholarly and professional sources.
The qualitative design is also well suited to the use of secondary documentary data, as it allows the study to extract underlying themes, assumptions, and theoretical explanations embedded within existing texts. This approach supports the development of a theory-informed understanding of how personalised digital marketing is believed to influence customer retention in e-commerce environments (Oumaima and Lamari, 2024).
Inductive Reasoning
The study primarily follows an inductive analytical logic, allowing themes and insights to emerge from the documentary data rather than imposing rigid, predetermined hypotheses. This approach is appropriate because existing research on personalised digital marketing and customer retention remains fragmented, with inconsistent conclusions regarding the mechanisms through which engagement, emotion, and trust contribute to loyalty outcomes.
While the study is informed by a conceptual framework derived from the literature review—particularly the constructs of trust, engagement, emotional response, and retention—these concepts are used as sensitising guides rather than fixed categories. This enables the analysis to remain open to unexpected patterns, contradictions, and contextual differences across academic, industry, and practitioner documents. As a result, the reasoning approach may be characterised as inductive with deductive sensitivity, ensuring theoretical grounding without constraining interpretation.
Through iterative reading, comparison, and cross-document analysis, recurring themes were identified and retained, while divergent viewpoints were also examined to reflect the conditional and context-dependent nature of personalised marketing effectiveness. This flexible inductive approach enhances the credibility of the findings and aligns with the interpretivist aim of understanding multiple perspectives rather than producing universal causal claims (Wiltshire and Ronkainen, 2021).
3.2 [bookmark: _Toc220931738]Research Design
Documentary Research Design
This study adopts a qualitative documentary research design, involving the systematic and critical analysis of existing written sources to address the research questions. Documentary research is appropriate because the study seeks to examine how personalised digital marketing and customer retention are conceptualised, evaluated, and debated within academic and professional discourse, rather than to generate new primary data. Given the qualitative and interpretive nature of the research, this design enables in-depth exploration of meanings, assumptions, and relational mechanisms embedded within existing literature (Sheard, 2022).
The documentary dataset comprises peer-reviewed journal articles, industry and consultancy reports, practitioner publications, and relevant organisational documents addressing e-commerce personalisation, customer trust, engagement, emotional response, and retention. Academic sources provide theoretical and empirical grounding, while industry and practitioner materials contribute applied perspectives on implementation challenges and managerial decision-making. Using multiple source types enables source triangulation and reduces reliance on a single viewpoint.
Document analysis followed a structured four-stage process. First, documents were selected using explicit inclusion criteria aligned with the research aims and relevance to personalised digital marketing in e-commerce. Second, sources were critically assessed for credibility, authorship, publication quality, methodological clarity, and potential commercial bias. Third, each document was contextualised by examining its purpose, intended audience, and industry setting to support interpretive analysis rather than descriptive summary. Finally, documents were systematically coded and thematically analysed to identify recurring patterns, relationships, and points of divergence.
To ensure analytical rigour, all documents were evaluated against established criteria of documentary analysis, including authenticity, credibility, relevance, and interpretive value. While a core set of documents formed the basis of comparison, additional academic and industry sources were incorporated to broaden perspective and minimise evidentiary narrowness. Overall, this documentary design provides a methodologically sound, ethical, and practical approach for investigating the relationship between personalised digital marketing and customer retention in e-commerce contexts (Paul and Barari, 2022).
Alignment with Research Questions
The documentary research design is explicitly aligned with the study’s research questions and ensures coherence across data selection, analysis, and interpretation. The selected documents collectively address the key constructs identified in the literature review—personalisation strategies, trust, emotional and cognitive engagement, customer retention, and ethical considerations—thereby supporting comprehensive investigation of the research problem (Chanda, 2021).
Academic journal articles primarily inform RQ1 by providing conceptual definitions, theoretical frameworks, and empirical insights into personalised digital marketing within e-commerce. These sources clarify how personalisation is theorised and why it is positioned as a strategic relationship-building mechanism. Industry and market research reports contribute predominantly to RQ2, offering applied evidence on how personalisation influences customer engagement and emotional responses in practice. Practitioner and organisational publications support RQ3 and RQ4 by examining retention outcomes, managerial challenges, and ethical concerns related to data use, privacy, and intrusive personalisation.
Analytical depth is enhanced through cross-document comparison, whereby themes such as trust, engagement, emotion, and retention are examined across different source types. Areas of convergence strengthen interpretive confidence, while inconsistencies and disagreements are retained and analysed as indicators of contextual dependency and managerial tension. Rather than being treated as weaknesses, these contrasts provide insight into the conditional effectiveness of personalised digital marketing.
Although academic, industry, and practitioner documents form the primary evidence base, supplementary sources are incorporated to enrich interpretation and strengthen theoretical linkage. This integrated design ensures that all research questions are addressed systematically and that clear alignment is maintained between data selection, analytical procedures, and the conceptual framework guiding the study.
3.3 [bookmark: _Toc220931739]Data Collection Process
Nature and Types of Secondary Data
This study relies exclusively on secondary documentary data relating to personalised digital marketing and customer retention within e-commerce contexts. The primary academic sources include peer-reviewed journal articles, scholarly books, and conference papers that examine personalisation strategies, customer trust, engagement, emotional response, and loyalty outcomes. These sources provide theoretical frameworks, empirical findings, and critical debate necessary for rigorous academic analysis.
In addition, the study incorporates industry and consultancy reports published by reputable marketing analytics firms and e-commerce organisations. These reports offer applied insights into contemporary personalisation practices, implementation challenges, and observed customer responses in real-world settings. To address governance and ethical considerations, relevant policy and regulatory documents relating to data protection, privacy, and ethical digital marketing are also examined. Practitioner commentaries and published case studies are included to illustrate how personalisation strategies are operationalised across different e-commerce contexts.
Primary data sources such as direct customer data, internal company analytics, social media datasets, and proprietary platform metrics were deliberately excluded due to ethical constraints, restricted access, and the documentary nature of the research design. The use of secondary data ensures feasibility while remaining consistent with the interpretivist and qualitative orientation of the study (Bhardwaj et al., 2024).
Document Selection Criteria
To ensure analytical rigour and relevance, explicit inclusion, exclusion, and quality assessment criteria were applied during document selection.
Inclusion criteria:
· Documents addressing personalised digital marketing within e-commerce contexts
· Explicit discussion of trust, engagement, emotional response, customer retention, or ethical/privacy concerns
· Peer-reviewed journal articles, academic books, conference papers, industry or consultancy reports, policy documents, and published case studies
· Publications written in English
· Sources published between 2015 and 2024, reflecting contemporary technologies, analytics, and regulatory environments
Exclusion criteria:
· Documents unrelated to e-commerce or digital personalisation
· Sources focused solely on sales tactics or promotional messaging without customer experience or retention focus
· Publications addressing outdated digital marketing practices
· Academic sources with unclear or weak methodological foundations unless corroborated by stronger evidence elsewhere
Quality assessment criteria:
· Author expertise and institutional or organisational credibility
· Reputable publishers or recognised industry bodies
· Methodological transparency (where applicable)
· Relevance to the research questions and conceptual framework
Industry and consultancy reports were retained despite limited methodological disclosure because of their practical relevance; however, their findings were critically cross-checked against peer-reviewed academic literature to mitigate potential commercial bias. Documents were identified using databases such as Google Scholar, ScienceDirect, and SpringerLink, alongside industry archives, using keywords including personalised digital marketing, customer retention, engagement, trust, emotional response, and e-commerce personalisation (Mancin et al., 2023).
Data Collection Procedure
Data collection followed a systematic and transparent procedure to support replicability. Initially, targeted searches were conducted across selected academic databases and industry repositories using predefined keywords aligned with the research questions. Titles and abstracts were screened to assess relevance to personalised digital marketing and customer retention in e-commerce. Documents meeting these criteria were then reviewed in full to confirm suitability for inclusion (Ahmed et al., 2025).
All selected documents were recorded in a structured spreadsheet capturing key details, including author(s), year of publication, source type, thematic relevance, and associated research questions. Duplicate records across databases were removed. Overlapping content was retained where it contributed to comparative analysis or thematic reinforcement.
Relevant textual segments relating to trust, engagement, emotional responses, retention outcomes, and ethical considerations were extracted and organised for coding. Maintaining this structured audit trail enabled clear traceability from raw documentary data to analytical themes, thereby strengthening the credibility and transparency of the thematic analysis presented in Chapter 4.
3.4 [bookmark: _TOC_250028][bookmark: _Toc220931740]Data Analysis Method
Thematic Analysis
This study employs thematic analysis to interpret patterns of meaning across documentary sources concerning personalised digital marketing and customer retention in e-commerce. Thematic analysis is appropriate for qualitative documentary data because it enables systematic identification and comparison of recurring concepts, explanations, and tensions within texts, rather than restricting analysis to surface-level description.
The analysis followed the six-phase approach proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). First, all documents were read repeatedly to develop familiarity with key arguments, context, and terminology used to describe personalisation, trust, engagement, emotional response, retention, and ethical concerns. Second, initial codes were generated through line-by-line annotation of relevant segments, capturing both explicit statements (e.g., “trust increases with transparency”) and implied meanings (e.g., privacy anxiety described through avoidance behaviours). Third, related codes were grouped into preliminary categories to reduce duplication and improve coherence. Fourth, these categories were refined into higher-order themes representing consistent and analytically meaningful patterns across the dataset (Rana, Sharmin and SM Nahidul Islam, 2025).
Fifth, candidate themes were reviewed against the original documents to ensure internal consistency, clear boundaries between themes, and sufficient evidential support. Finally, themes were defined and named to reflect their conceptual focus and relevance to the research questions. This structured process supports credible interpretation by ensuring that findings are grounded in documentary evidence and that themes represent patterns across sources rather than isolated claims (Ahmed et al., 2025).
Coding Framework Based on RO–RQ Alignment

A coding framework was developed to ensure clear alignment between the research objectives (ROs), research questions (RQs), and the conceptual framework guiding the study. The framework specified five core analytical domains: trust, customer engagement, emotional and cognitive responses, loyalty/retention outcomes, and ethical/privacy considerations (Olley, 2022). These domains provided structure for systematic coding across all documents, supporting traceability between evidence, analysis, and conclusions.
Within each domain, sub-codes were applied to capture more precise mechanisms. For example, trust was coded through indicators such as perceived credibility, perceived transparency of data use, and perceived security or reliability. Engagement was coded across cognitive engagement (attention, relevance, perceived usefulness), emotional engagement (attachment, satisfaction, enjoyment), and behavioural engagement (repeat visits, interaction frequency, responsiveness). Ethical and privacy issues were coded through perceived intrusiveness, consent expectations, surveillance concerns, and fairness perceptions.
Coding followed an iterative approach combining deductive sensitivity with inductive openness. The conceptual framework provided initial direction, but the coding remained open to emerging categories that were not anticipated (e.g., algorithmic misunderstanding, consumer fatigue, or perceived manipulation). The code definitions were refined during analysis to improve consistency, and an audit trail was maintained to document coding decisions, code revisions, and theme development. To strengthen reliability and reduce interpretive bias, a small sample of coded excerpts was reviewed for consistency of interpretation, and discrepancies were resolved through clarification of code definitions and boundaries.
Cross-Document Comparison

After themes were developed, the study conducted cross-document comparison to identify where sources converged, diverged, or offered context-specific explanations. This step was essential because the dataset included academic literature, industry reports, and practitioner documents that vary in purpose, audience, and potential bias. A comparison matrix was used to map each theme against source type, enabling assessment of whether patterns were consistent across the evidence base or concentrated within specific document categories.
Convergence across multiple source types was interpreted as stronger support for a theme; however, agreement was not treated as proof of correctness. Instead, the analysis examined whether convergence reflected shared conceptual reasoning, consistent empirical reporting, or repetition of dominant narratives. Divergence was treated as analytically valuable, particularly where sources disagreed on the effects of personalisation intensity, privacy thresholds, or emotional versus cognitive drivers of retention. Where differences appeared, interpretations were contextualised by considering document type, methodological basis (where available), publication intent, and audience orientation.
This comparative process strengthened analytical depth by integrating both dominant patterns and contested claims, producing a balanced interpretation of how personalised digital marketing is argued to influence retention in e-commerce contexts (Mustafa, 2018).
3.5 [bookmark: _TOC_250027][bookmark: _Toc220931741]Ethical Considerations
Ethical Use of Secondary Data
This study relies exclusively on secondary documentary sources, and no primary data collection involving human participants was undertaken. Consequently, ethical considerations primarily relate to the responsible use of published material, adherence to intellectual property regulations, and maintenance of academic integrity. The research was conducted in accordance with the ethical standards of the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD), with particular emphasis on transparency, accuracy, and lawful data use.
All academic articles, industry reports, and practitioner publications were obtained from legitimate and reputable sources and were appropriately cited to acknowledge authorship and prevent plagiarism. Copyrighted material was used in accordance with fair-use principles, with preference given to paraphrasing and limited use of direct quotations where precision of meaning was required. No confidential company information, proprietary datasets, internal analytics, or personally identifiable customer data were accessed or analysed.
Where documents discussed sensitive topics such as consumer data practices, privacy risks, or profiling, the analysis remained at an aggregate and interpretive level, focusing on conceptual arguments rather than individual firms or consumers beyond what was already publicly disclosed in the original sources. This approach ensured ethical compliance while allowing critical examination of privacy and ethical issues associated with personalised digital marketing in e-commerce contexts (Handke, Guibault and Vallbé, 2021).
Ensuring Confidentiality and Data Integrity
Although no primary data were collected, ensuring data integrity and analytical transparency remained a central ethical responsibility. All documents, coding records, and analytical notes were securely stored in password-protected digital folders to prevent unauthorised access or alteration. A clear audit trail was maintained to document document selection decisions, coding iterations, and theme development, enabling transparency and methodological accountability.
Interpretations were grounded strictly in documentary evidence, with all analytical claims supported by appropriate citations. Direct quotations were used selectively where preserving original wording was necessary, while paraphrasing was applied to maintain contextual meaning without misrepresentation. Where inconsistencies or disagreements emerged across sources, these were explicitly acknowledged rather than reconciled artificially. Analytical conclusions were therefore framed cautiously, reflecting the strength and limitations of the available evidence.
These practices align with established principles of qualitative research, supporting credibility, confirmability, and ethical robustness while ensuring that the findings remain faithful to the documentary sources analysed (Jacobs et al., 2021).

3.6 [bookmark: _Toc220931742]Ensuring Research Quality (Trustworthiness)
To ensure the quality and trustworthiness of the research, this study adopts established criteria for evaluating qualitative research: credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability. These criteria are widely recognised as appropriate for interpretivist and qualitative studies that prioritise meaning, interpretation, and contextual understanding rather than statistical generalisation. Given that the study is based on secondary documentary analysis, these standards are essential for demonstrating that the findings are grounded in evidence rather than researcher opinion or selective interpretation.

Credibility
Credibility refers to the extent to which the findings accurately reflect the meanings present in the data. In this study, credibility was strengthened through source triangulation, drawing on multiple types of documents including peer-reviewed academic literature, industry and consultancy reports, regulatory publications, and practitioner case studies. The convergence of themes across diverse sources reduced reliance on any single perspective and enhanced confidence in the interpretations.
Credibility was further reinforced through iterative engagement with the data. Documents were reviewed repeatedly, and emerging themes were continuously compared against original texts to ensure consistency and coherence. Themes that appeared across multiple sources were treated as more robust, while contradictory or divergent findings were retained and analysed within their contextual settings rather than excluded. This approach acknowledges the contested and conditional nature of personalised digital marketing and supports a more balanced and credible interpretation of its relationship with customer retention (Ahmed, 2024).
Transferability
Transferability refers to the extent to which findings may be applicable to other contexts. This study does not aim to achieve statistical generalisation. Instead, it supports analytical transferability by providing detailed contextual descriptions of the documents analysed, including publication type, industry focus, and e-commerce setting.
By clearly situating findings within contemporary digital commerce environments and outlining how constructs such as trust, engagement, emotional response, and retention are interpreted across sources, the study enables readers to assess relevance to other organisational, industry, or geographical contexts. This approach allows practitioners, researchers, and policymakers to make informed judgments regarding applicability while remaining consistent with qualitative research standards (Stalmeijer, Brown and O’Brien, 2024).
Dependability and Confirmability
Dependability concerns the consistency and transparency of the research process, while confirmability relates to the extent to which findings are derived from the data rather than researcher bias. To support dependability, this study maintained a comprehensive audit trail documenting document selection criteria, inclusion and exclusion decisions, coding stages, theme development, and analytical justifications. This systematic documentation enhances transparency and allows the research process to be examined or replicated by other researchers.
Confirmability was strengthened by grounding all analytical claims in clearly identifiable documentary evidence, including coded excerpts and cross-document comparisons. Reflexive awareness was also applied throughout the analysis. While existing literature frequently suggests that personalisation enhances retention, this study actively examined contradictory evidence, including findings related to privacy concerns, trust erosion, and ethical risks. By explicitly incorporating negative and critical perspectives, the analysis remained evidence-led rather than assumption-driven (Gopal et al., 2025).
Importantly, due to the documentary and secondary nature of the data, this study cannot establish causal relationships, quantify effect sizes, or directly measure customer behaviour over time. Findings therefore reflect interpretive patterns within existing literature rather than empirical validation of outcomes. This limitation is acknowledged and reinforces the study’s focus on conceptual understanding and theoretical insight rather than predictive or generalisable claims.
3.7 [bookmark: _TOC_250025][bookmark: _Toc220931743]Limitations of the Methodology
Despite careful methodological design, this study has several limitations that must be acknowledged. First, the research relies exclusively on secondary documentary data, meaning that analysis is constrained to what has already been reported in academic, industry, and practitioner literature. As a result, the study does not capture direct customer perspectives, organisational decision-making processes, or lived experiential accounts that may not be fully represented in published sources. Consequently, the findings cannot provide fine-grained insight into individual customer emotions, real-time decision processes, or behavioural responses to personalisation strategies (Gopal et al., 2025).
Second, the study is subject to potential bias within existing literature, particularly in industry and consultancy reports, which may emphasise positive outcomes or commercially favourable narratives. Although this risk was mitigated through the inclusion of peer-reviewed academic sources and cross-document comparison, the possibility of selective reporting and optimistic framing cannot be entirely eliminated. This limitation affects the balance of evidence, especially in relation to claims about the effectiveness of personalisation practices.
Third, due to the qualitative and documentary nature of the methodology, the findings are not statistically generalisable. The study does not measure causal relationships, effect sizes, or behavioural outcomes, nor does it test hypotheses or quantify customer retention rates. Therefore, the results should not be interpreted as empirical proof that personalised digital marketing directly causes customer retention across all e-commerce contexts. Instead, the findings offer interpretive and conceptual insights based on patterns and meanings identified within the existing body of literature.
Despite these limitations, the methodological boundaries are consistent with the interpretivist research paradigm. By applying transparent selection criteria, triangulating multiple sources, and critically engaging with both supportive and critical perspectives, the study provides theoretically grounded and analytically credible insights into how personalised digital marketing is understood to influence customer retention in e-commerce environments (Richards and Paulus, 2025).
In Summary, This chapter has outlined the methodological approach adopted to examine the role of personalised digital marketing in customer retention within e-commerce contexts. Guided by an interpretivist research philosophy, the study prioritised the exploration of meaning, interpretation, and contextual understanding as presented in academic and industry discourse. A qualitative and inductive approach was employed to examine how constructs such as trust, customer engagement, emotional response, and loyalty are discussed and conceptualised within existing literature.
Given the absence of primary data collection and the inaccessibility of proprietary customer analytics, a qualitative documentary research design was selected as the most appropriate methodological strategy. This design enabled systematic analysis of secondary sources while maintaining an emphasis on interpretation rather than numerical measurement. The chapter detailed the procedures for document selection, data collection, thematic analysis, and coding, demonstrating methodological rigour through transparent criteria, cross-document comparison, and alignment with the conceptual framework.
Ethical considerations and research quality measures were addressed to ensure credibility, dependability, and confirmability, alongside a critical acknowledgement of methodological limitations. Collectively, this chapter establishes a robust and coherent foundation for Chapter 4, where the emergent themes from the documentary analysis are presented and interpreted to address the research questions.




[bookmark: _TOC_250024][bookmark: _Toc220931744]CHAPTER 4: DATA ANALYSIS

This chapter presents the qualitative analysis of secondary documentary data examining how personalised digital marketing influences customer trust, emotional engagement, and retention in e-commerce. The analysis is structured around the four research questions and follows UWTSD guidance on qualitative thematic analysis. Drawing on fifteen academic and industry sources, the chapter identifies recurring patterns, contrasts, and interpretive insights across documents. The findings are organised into five core themes that emerged inductively from the coding process: personalisation and trust, emotional engagement as a mediator, privacy and intrusiveness, technological transparency, and customer agency. The chapter concludes with a cross-source synthesis and a direct linkage between the empirical themes and the conceptual framework developed in Chapter 2.
4.1 [bookmark: _TOC_250022][bookmark: _Toc220931745]Description of the Dataset

A total of 15 secondary documents were analysed for this study. These comprised a mix of peer- reviewed academic journal articles, industry whitepapers, professional marketing reports, and practitioner-led digital marketing analyses. Academic sources (e.g., Montgomery and
Smith, 2008; Tolstoy et al., 2020) provided theoretical grounding, while industry sources (e.g., Arnold, 2024; Simons, 2025; Dotdigital, 2022) offered applied insights into real-world personalisation practices.
The coding process followed a systematic thematic approach. All documents were read repeatedly to achieve familiarisation, followed by open coding aligned with the research questions. Codes were then grouped into higher-order categories reflecting trust, emotional response, engagement, ethical concerns, and retention outcomes. This iterative process enabled consistent interpretation across heterogeneous sources.





[bookmark: _Toc220932079]      Table 2: Overview of Analysed Documents

	Source Type
	Number
	Examples

	Academic journal articles
	4
	Montgomery & Smith (2008); Tolstoy et al. (2020)

	Industry reports
	6
	Dotdigital (2022); Emarsys (2025)

	Practitioner insights
	5
	Arnold (2024); Pallavi Dadhich (2024)

	Total
	15
	




4.2 [bookmark: _TOC_250021][bookmark: _Toc220931746]Presentation of Themes

Theme 1: Personalisation → Trust → Retention
Across the analysed dataset, personalisation emerged as a mechanism that can strengthen customer trust when it is experienced as relevant, accurate, and appropriately bounded. Both academic and industry sources describe personalised emails, tailored recommendations, and adaptive website content as signals of attentiveness and competence, which can increase confidence in the brand (Arnold, 2024; Simons, 2025). In this sense, trust appears to develop when personalisation reduces customer effort and improves decision efficiency, because users interpret the experience as useful rather than purely promotional. This aligns with the view that perceived value acts as a trust-building cue in digital environments where customers cannot physically verify quality or intentions.
Practitioner-oriented sources further associate trust-building personalisation with repeat purchasing and willingness to remain loyal (Odom, 2025; The Retail Exec, 2023). However, these claims should be interpreted cautiously because industry and practitioner publications are often written to demonstrate performance gains and may underreport neutral results, unsuccessful implementations, or customer resistance. Academic evidence adds a more conditional interpretation: Montgomery and Smith (2008) suggest that personalisation contributes to long-term relational value only when customers perceive autonomy and respect rather than manipulation.
Importantly, the relationship between personalisation and retention is not automatic. Trust was shown to weaken when personalisation becomes inaccurate, excessive, or intrusive, creating scepticism and withdrawal behaviours (Flaherty and Moran, 2019; Pallavi Dadhich, 2024). This indicates that trust functions less as a guaranteed outcome of personalisation and more as a fragile intermediary shaped by perceived integrity, transparency, and control.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that personalisation influences retention primarily through trust-building conditions (relevance, restraint, and customer control) rather than direct persuasion. However, because much supporting evidence comes from industry sources with commercial incentives, the strength of the personalisation–retention link should be treated as context-dependent and potentially overstated without critical comparison to academic findings.
[bookmark: _Toc220932080]Table 3: Thematic Coding for Theme 1 (Personalisation → Trust → Retention)

	Code	Description	Supporting Sources	Link to RQ

	Relevance
	Degree to which personalised content matches customer needs and preferences
	Arnold (2024); Simons (2025); The Retail Exec (2023)
	RQ1

	Perceived Value
	Customer perception that personalisation improves
convenience and decision efficiency
	Odom (2025);
Montgomery & Smith (2008)
	RQ1

	Trust
	Confidence in brand credibility,
integrity, and competence built through accurate personalisation
	Arnold (2024); Simons
(2025); Montgomery &
Smith (2008)
	RQ1

	Transparency
	Clarity about why and how personal
data is used in personalisation
	Flaherty & Moran (2019)
	RQ4

	Intrusiveness
	Perception that personalisation is
excessive or invasive
	Pallavi Dadhich (2024);
Flaherty & Moran (2019)
	RQ3

	Retention
	Continued purchase intention, loyalty, and long-term relationship
maintenance
	Odom (2025); The Retail Exec (2023)
	RQ1




Figure 1 illustrates the most significant key qualitative codes of the thematic analysis of
Secondary sources. The most cited mentioned trust, then retention then relevance and perceived value. It demonstrates that proper meaningful personalization instills trust in the relationship and retains people in the long term. Openness also contributed to trust creation. Intrusion was the less prevalent, yet important. When it pushes the ethical boundaries, it is able to undermine the connection between personalization and retention.
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[bookmark: _Toc220932223]Figure 1:  Thematic Coding for Theme 1 (Personalisation → Trust → Retention)

Theme 2: Emotional Engagement as a Mediator
Across the reviewed documents, emotional engagement emerged as the key mechanism explaining how personalised digital marketing translates into customer retention outcomes. Rather than operating only through functional relevance, personalisation appears to influence retention by shaping customers’ affective experience during online interactions. Sources repeatedly link feelings such as appreciation, enjoyment, and “being understood” with stronger willingness to revisit and continue using an e-commerce platform (Arnold, 2024; Deikis, 2024). In this sense, emotional engagement strengthens retention by turning personalised encounters into experiences that feel meaningful, not merely efficient.
Several documents further suggest that emotional engagement introduces a “human-like” quality to digital communication. When messaging reflects customer history or preferences, it can create recognition and validation, supporting emotional attachment and reinforcing trust. Industry-facing sources often connect this emotional validation with habitual engagement and improved retention indicators (Odom, 2025). However, these claims require cautious interpretation because industry reports tend to infer emotional impact from behavioural metrics (e.g., repeat visits or conversions) 


rather than measuring emotion directly, which can overstate the certainty of the emotional mechanism.
[image: Generated image]
[bookmark: _Toc220932224]Figure 2: Trust-Building Pathway in Personalised Marketing
The theme also highlights that emotional engagement is conditional and can reverse direction. Multiple studies indicate that poorly calibrated personalisation—particularly high frequency, overly intimate targeting, or misjudged relevance—can generate irritation, discomfort, and emotional fatigue (Flaherty and Moran, 2019). In such cases, the same “recognition” that strengthens attachment can be interpreted as surveillance, producing resistance rather than connection. This demonstrates that emotional engagement is not an automatic benefit of personalisation but an unstable mediator shaped by customer boundaries and perceptions of appropriateness.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that emotional engagement is the “conversion point” where personalisation either builds psychological commitment or triggers emotional reactance. Because some supporting evidence comes from industry sources that infer emotion from performance outcomes, the mediating role of emotion should be treated as plausible but context-sensitive—strongest when personalisation is relevant and restrained, and weakest when it risks intrusiveness or fatigue.
[bookmark: _Toc220932081]Table 4: Thematic Coding Table – Theme 2 (Emotional Engagement as a Mediator)


	Code
	What it means in your data
	Evidence in Theme 2 text
	Key supporting sources
	Link to RQ

	Appreciation / Enjoyment
	Positive emotions triggered by relevant personalisation
	Customers feel valued, enjoy interactions
	Arnold (2024);
Deikis (2024)
	RQ2

	Feeling Understood / Recognition
	Sense of being “known” by the brand
	“Feeling understood”, “sense of
recognition”
	Deikis (2024);
Arnold (2024)
	RQ2

	Emotional
Attachment
	Relational bond formed
through personalisation
	“Strengthened
emotional attachment”
	Arnold
(2024)
	RQ2

	Trust Reinforcement
	Emotional validation increases trust
	“Reinforced trust and encouraged habitual
engagement”
	Odom (2025)
	RQ1 / RQ2

	Habitual Engagement
	Repeated interaction behaviour
	“Encouraged habitual
engagement”
	Odom (2025)
	RQ2

	Psychological Commitment
	Engagement becomes commitment/loyalty
	“Converted relevance… into psychological
commitment”
	Arnold (2024);
Odom (2025)
	RQ2

	Negative Emotions (Irritation/Fatigue)
	Over-personalisation creates negative feelings
	“Irritation, discomfort, emotional
fatigue”
	Flaherty and Moran (2019)
	RQ3

	Boundary Sensitivity (Balance)
	Effect depends on moderation and respect
	“Depends on balance…
boundaries”
	Flaherty and Moran (2019)
	RQ4

	Retention Outcome
	Emotional engagement supports retention
	“Supports or undermines long-
term retention”
	Odom (2025)
	RQ2
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[bookmark: _Toc220932225]Figure 3: Thematic Coding Frequency for Theme 2 (Emotional Engagement as Mediator)

Theme 3: Privacy Concerns and Intrusiveness
Privacy concerns and perceived intrusiveness emerged as a dominant negative theme across the analysed documents, highlighting the risks associated with excessive or weakly governed personalisation practices. Several user-experience and industry-oriented sources indicate that hyper-personalisation can generate discomfort when customers feel a loss of control over their personal data (Flaherty and Moran, 2019; Pallavi Dadhich, 2024). This discomfort was most pronounced when personalised content appeared to rely on detailed behavioural tracking or inferred data that customers did not knowingly disclose. In such contexts, personalisation shifted from being interpreted as value-enhancing to being perceived as invasive or unsettling.
A recurring pattern across sources was the development of surveillance perceptions, whereby customers felt continuously monitored across digital touchpoints. These perceptions undermined trust and weakened engagement, eroding the relational benefits that personalisation is intended to create. When customers questioned how brands derived specific insights or inferred sensitive attributes, unease and scepticism intensified, often resulting in avoidance behaviours such as reduced interaction with personalised features or disengagement from the platform altogether.
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[bookmark: _Toc220932226]Figure 4: Negative Response Cycle of Over-Personalization

Academic literature reinforces these concerns by placing stronger emphasis on transparency and consent as prerequisites for trust. Montgomery and Smith (2008) argue that trust erosion is likely when consumers lack clarity about how their data are collected, processed, and applied within personalisation systems. Without explicit communication and perceived control, personalisation may violate psychological expectations of privacy and autonomy, prompting resistance rather than loyalty. While industry sources acknowledge these risks, they often frame them as secondary obstacles to optimisation rather than fundamental relational threats, suggesting a tendency to understate long-term trust damage in favour of performance outcomes.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that privacy concerns act as a structural constraint on personalisation effectiveness. When customers perceive loss of control or hidden surveillance, personalisation reverses its intended function—undermining trust and accelerating disengagement. Because industry sources may downplay these risks by prioritising short-term optimisation, academic perspectives are critical for understanding how intrusiveness directly weakens retention in the long term.







[bookmark: _Toc220932082]Table 5: Thematic Coding Theme 3 - Privacy Concerns and Intrusiveness
	Code
	Description
	Evidence in Theme 3
	Key Supporting Sources
	Linked RQ

	Privacy Concern
	Anxiety regarding misuse or over- collection of
personal data
	“Loss of control over personal data”, “unease”
	Flaherty & Moran (2019); Pallavi Dadhich
(2024)
	RQ3

	
	
	
	
	RQ3



	Perceived Intrusiveness
	Feeling that personalisation crosses acceptable boundaries
	“Invasive”, “unsettling”
	Flaherty & Moran (2019)
	

	Loss of Control
	Reduced autonomy
over personal information
	“Customers felt a loss of control”
	Pallavi Dadhich (2024)
	RQ3

	Surveillance Perception
	Feeling of continuous monitoring across
platforms
	“Continuously monitored across digital touchpoints”
	Flaherty & Moran (2019)
	RQ3

	Trust Erosion
	Decline in
confidence in the brand
	“Reduced trust”, “scepticism”
	Montgomery & Smith (2008)
	RQ1 / RQ3

	Engagement Decline
	Reduced interaction and avoidance
behaviour
	“Avoidance behaviours”,
“withdrawal”
	Odom (2025)
	RQ3

	Transparency Deficit
	Lack of clarity on data collection and
usage
	“Unaware how data is collected and applied”
	Montgomery & Smith (2008)
	RQ4

	Consent Absence
	Lack of informed
permission for data usage
	“Without clear
communication and consent”
	GDPR literature;
Pallavi Dadhich (2024)
	RQ4

	Customer
Resistance
	Active rejection of
personalisation
	“Disengagement”,
“withdrawal”
	Flaherty &
Moran (2019)
	RQ3



Figure 5 Thematic Coding Frequency for Theme 3 - The bar chart presents the frequency of the critical privacy codes in the 15 sources that they studied. The chart indicates also less but significant codes of lack of transparency and no consent which means that they have an effect on negative feelings. On the whole, the chart shows that intrusive personalization contributes primarily to the negative effect on retention by increasing the level of privacy anxiety and undermining trust and engagement, which directly answers Research Question 3.
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[bookmark: _Toc220932227]Figure 5: Thematic Coding Frequency for Theme 3 (Privacy Concerns & Intrusiveness)

Theme 4: Role of Technology and Transparency
Technology emerged across the reviewed sources as a dual force within personalised digital marketing, functioning both as an enabler of enhanced customer experiences and as a potential risk to trust and retention. Advanced technologies—particularly AI-driven recommendation systems—were widely recognised for improving the accuracy, speed, and scalability of personalisation efforts (Dotdigital, 2022; Binmile, 2023). By processing large volumes of behavioural and transactional data, these systems allow e-commerce platforms to deliver relevant product suggestions, tailored content, and adaptive user journeys. Industry sources consistently associate these capabilities with increased perceived value, convenience, and operational efficiency, which are framed as drivers of engagement and retention.
However, academic and critical industry literature highlight that greater technological sophistication simultaneously raises customer expectations around transparency and accountability. Several sources note that algorithm-driven personalisation can provoke scepticism when customers do not understand how or why specific recommendations are generated (Simons, 2025). Opaque algorithmic processes were linked to reduced credibility, as customers questioned organisational intent and the scope of data usage. While industry reports often present algorithmic complexity as a competitive advantage, they rarely interrogate how opacity may undermine trust over time.
In contrast, evidence suggests that transparency acts as a stabilising mechanism within technologically advanced personalisation systems. When organisations clearly explain the logic behind recommendations—such as linking suggestions to browsing history or expressed preferences—customers are more likely to perceive technology as supportive rather than manipulative. Transparency therefore enhances the legitimacy of personalisation by signalling responsible data use and respect for customer understanding.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that technology enhances retention only when paired with transparent communication. While industry sources tend to prioritise technological capability and scalability, the findings indicate that explainability and openness are critical for sustaining trust. Without transparency, advanced personalisation technologies risk eroding credibility, weakening engagement, and ultimately undermining long-term retention.
[bookmark: _Toc220932083]Table 6: Thematic Coding Theme 4 - Role of Technology and Transparency

	Code
	Description (what the code captures)
	Evidence in Theme 4 text
	Key Supporting Sources
	Linked RQ

	AI/Automation Enablement
	AI systems enabling personalisation delivery
	“AI-driven recommendation systems…”
	Dotdigital (2022);
Binmile (2023)
	RQ1 / RQ4

	Scalability &
Speed
	Ability to personalise
at scale and in real time
	“speed, scalability…”
	Binmile
(2023)
	RQ1

	Accuracy / Relevance
	Improved matching of content to user needs
	“accuracy… highly relevant product suggestions”
	Dotdigital (2022);
Binmile (2023)
	RQ1

	Perceived Value /
Convenience
	Customer benefit
from efficient personalised journeys
	“value, convenience,
efficiency”
	Dotdigital
(2022)
	RQ2

	Algorithmic Opacity
	Lack of visibility into how algorithms
decide
	“opaque algorithmic processes”
	Simons (2025)
	RQ3 / RQ4

	Customer Scepticism
	Doubt about intentions and data usage
	“generate scepticism… questioned
intentions”
	Simons (2025)
	RQ3

	Transparency / Explainability
	Explaining “why I got this”
recommendations
	“understand how/why… rationale
explained”
	Simons (2025)
	RQ4

	Credibility / Trust Reinforcement
	Transparency
strengthens trust and legitimacy
	“trust was
reinforced… legitimacy”
	Simons (2025)
	RQ1

	
	
	
	
	



	Ethical Communication
	Clear, responsible communication practices
	“ethical communication… openness and clarity”
	Dotdigital (2022)
	RQ4


According to Figure 6, AI enablement, accuracy/relevance, and transparency/explainability were the primary points in Theme 4. This implies that technology is only able to keep people engaged when it speaks freely and simply. Algorithmsic obscurity and customer skepticism continued to be experienced, as well, which demonstrated that being transparent and clear creates trust rather than being merely a pleasant add-on.
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[bookmark: _Toc220932228]Figure 6: Thematic Coding Frequency for Theme 4 (Technology & Transparency)

Theme 5: Customer Agency and Reciprocity
Reciprocal value exchange emerged as a central condition for maintaining positive customer relationships within personalised digital marketing systems. Industry sources emphasise that consent-based personalisation and reciprocal value exchange—where customers receive clear benefits in return for sharing personal data—are essential for sustaining engagement and trust (Emarsys, 2025; Interact RDT, 2024). When customers were granted autonomy over their personalisation settings, tailored interactions were more likely to be interpreted as supportive and beneficial rather than intrusive.
The findings indicate that customer control transforms personalisation from a unilateral marketing tactic into a collaborative process. Allowing users to adjust communication frequency, select data categories, or manage recommendation types enhanced perceptions of fairness and respect. This sense of empowerment strengthened trust and reduced psychological resistance to data-driven marketing practices. Reciprocity further reinforced engagement, as customers responded more positively when they perceived a transparent exchange—such as improved convenience, relevant offers, or enhanced shopping experiences—in return for sharing personal information.
[image: Generated image]
[bookmark: _Toc220932229]Figure 7: Agency-Enhancing Practices Identified
However, the analysis also reveals a limitation in industry-focused narratives. While practitioner sources strongly advocate agency-enhancing tools, they often assume that the provision of control mechanisms automatically results in trust and retention, without critically examining whether customers meaningfully understand or actively use these features. Academic perspectives suggest that agency is effective only when customers perceive control as genuine rather than symbolic.
Conversely, when personalisation occurred without visible customer choice, it was frequently interpreted as coercive or manipulative, leading to trust erosion and weaker retention outcomes.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that customer agency and reciprocity are not optional design features but structural requirements for ethical and sustainable personalisation. When control and value exchange are authentic, personalisation supports cooperation and loyalty; when they are superficial or absent, personalisation undermines trust and accelerates disengagement.
[bookmark: _Toc220932084]Table 7: Thematic Coding Theme 5 - Customer Agency and Reciprocity


	Code
	Description (What the code captures)
	Evidence in Theme 5
	Key Supporting Sources
	Linked RQ

	Customer Agency
	Degree of user control over data and personalisation settings
	“Customers are able to exercise control…”
	Emarsys (2025);
Interact RDT (2024)
	RQ4

	Consent-Based
Personalisation
	Opt-in and
permission-driven targeting
	“Consent-based
personalisation…”
	Emarsys
(2025)
	RQ4

	Preference Management
	Tools allowing users to adjust frequency, content,
data use
	“Preference management tools…”
	Interact RDT (2024)
	RQ4

	Reciprocal Value Exchange
	Clear benefits in
return for data sharing
	“Reciprocal value exchange…”
	Emarsys (2025)
	RQ2 / RQ4

	Perceived
Fairness / Respect
	Feeling treated
ethically and transparently
	“Perceptions of
fairness and respect…”
	Interact RDT (2024)
	RQ4

	Trust Reinforcement
	Agency strengthens confidence in the
brand
	“Strengthened trust…”
	Emarsys (2025)
	RQ1

	User Autonomy
	Freedom to control communication and
data categories
	“Autonomy over personalisation
settings…”
	Interact RDT (2024)
	RQ4

	Reduced Resistance
	Lower psychological reactance and
avoidance
	“Reduced resistance…”
	Flaherty & Moran (2019)
	RQ3

	Long-term Retention
	Sustained loyalty through ethical
collaboration
	“Durable retention…”
	Odom (2025);
Emarsys (2025)
	RQ1 / RQ2


Figure 8 Thematic Coding Frequency for Theme 5 (Customer Agency & Reciprocity):

The bar chart above demonstrates the frequency of the appearance of agency-related codes in the 15 sources that they examined. The largest themes are customer agency and reciprocal value exchange, followed by consent-led personalisation, trust reinforcing, and retention in the long- term. Smaller yet significant numbers of lower resistance and user independence indicate that they affect the image as well. Comprehensively, the chart informs them that personalisation is a winwin when it is ethically and consent based control system, which creates trust, retains people interested and helps retain customers.
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[bookmark: _Toc220932230]Figure 8: Thematic Coding Frequency for Theme 5 (Customer Agency & Reciprocity)

4.3 [bookmark: _TOC_250020][bookmark: _Toc220931747]Cross-Source Synthesis
A comparative synthesis of academic and industry-oriented sources reveals both convergence and divergence in how personalised digital marketing is conceptualised and evaluated. Across both bodies of literature, there is broad agreement that trust and emotional engagement are central mechanisms through which personalisation influences customer retention. Academic studies consistently frame engagement as a relational construct, emphasising its role in building emotional attachment, commitment, and long-term customer–brand relationships. Industry sources similarly acknowledge engagement as important, but tend to conceptualise it in more instrumental terms, focusing on its contribution to measurable outcomes such as repeat purchase rates, customer lifetime value, and churn reduction.
Divergence is most evident in perspectives on acceptable levels and risks of personalisation. Academic literature adopts a more critical stance, repeatedly cautioning against over-personalisation and highlighting ethical boundaries related to privacy, transparency, and customer autonomy. In contrast, industry reports—while acknowledging risks—often present them as manageable obstacles within optimisation processes, prioritising scalability, automation, and performance efficiency. This tendency suggests an implicit industry bias toward short-term commercial gains, with comparatively less attention given to long-term relational consequences when trust is eroded.
The synthesis therefore indicates a tension between relational integrity and commercial efficiency. Academic research provides a normative framework that foregrounds ethical responsibility, psychological boundaries, and sustainability of customer relationships, whereas industry literature offers practical insights into implementation but may understate structural risks associated with intrusive or opaque personalisation practices.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that neither academic nor industry perspectives alone are sufficient to fully explain personalisation outcomes. Sustainable customer retention depends on integrating industry-driven operational capabilities with academically grounded ethical and relational principles, ensuring that performance optimisation does not come at the expense of trust, autonomy, or long-term engagement.
4.4 [bookmark: _TOC_250019][bookmark: _Toc220931748]Link to Conceptual Framework
The findings of this study provide clear empirical support for the proposed Personalisation → Engagement → Retention conceptual framework. Across the analysed sources, personalisation consistently functioned as the initial stimulus shaping customer perceptions of relevance, value, and recognition. Importantly, these perceptions did not translate directly into retention outcomes. Instead, customer engagement emerged as the critical mediating mechanism through which personalisation influenced long-term loyalty and continued platform use.
Engagement—comprising emotional, cognitive, and behavioural dimensions—determined whether personalised experiences strengthened trust and relational commitment or generated resistance and disengagement. Emotional responses played a particularly influential role within this pathway. Positive emotions such as appreciation, enjoyment, and feeling understood amplified engagement and reinforced relational bonds. In contrast, negative emotional responses linked to privacy anxiety, perceived intrusiveness, or lack of transparency disrupted engagement and weakened the progression toward retention.
Ethical moderation further shaped the effectiveness of the framework. When transparency, customer control, and reciprocal value exchange were present, personalisation was perceived as supportive and legitimate, allowing the engagement–retention pathway to operate positively. Conversely, excessive or opaque personalisation practices—often highlighted in industry-driven optimisation narratives—were associated with breakdowns in trust and engagement, reversing the intended pathway and accelerating disengagement.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that personalisation influences retention only indirectly and conditionally. Engagement acts as a necessary but fragile mediator, strengthened by trust, emotional resonance, and ethical safeguards. The framework therefore highlights that retention outcomes depend not on the intensity of personalisation, but on how responsibly and transparently it is implemented within customer–brand relationships.
[image: Generated image]
[bookmark: _Toc220932231]Figure 9: Empirically Supported Conceptual Model

In Summary, This chapter presented a qualitative analysis of secondary documentary evidence examining how personalised digital marketing influences customer retention in e-commerce. Guided by the research questions and the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention conceptual framework, the analysis identified five interconnected themes: personalisation as a driver of trust, emotional engagement as a mediating mechanism, privacy concerns and perceived intrusiveness, the role of technology and transparency, and customer agency with reciprocal value exchange.
Collectively, the findings indicate that personalisation can support retention by enhancing perceived value, emotional connection, and trust. However, these outcomes are conditional rather than automatic. Engagement emerged as a dynamic mediator—strengthening retention when customers feel respected and understood, but weakening when privacy anxiety, irritation, or perceived manipulation arises. Notably, industry-oriented sources tend to emphasise optimisation and technological capability, often underplaying the long-term relational risks associated with opacity or over-personalisation. Academic perspectives provide a necessary counterbalance by foregrounding ethical boundaries, transparency, and customer autonomy.
The analysis further demonstrates that technological sophistication alone does not guarantee effectiveness. Advanced personalisation systems contributed positively only when accompanied by transparent communication and explainability. Similarly, customer control and reciprocal value exchange were shown to be structural requirements for sustainable retention, not optional enhancements.
Analytic takeaway: Personalised digital marketing is not inherently beneficial. Its effectiveness depends on ethical moderation, transparency, and genuine user agency. When these conditions are absent, personalisation risks undermining trust and accelerating disengagement rather than supporting long-term retention.
The following chapter builds on these insights by discussing their theoretical implications, managerial relevance, and contributions to the broader literature on customer engagement and retention in e-commerce.

[bookmark: _TOC_250018]
[bookmark: _Toc220931749]CHAPTER 5: DISCUSSION AND FINDINGS

This chapter explains the findings from the qualitative analysis presented in Chapter 4. It shows how these findings address the research objectives and research questions. It also explains their relevance to both academic theory and practical application in personalised digital marketing and customer retention. Chapter 4 identified key themes from secondary data. This chapter interprets those themes in greater depth to explain why personalisation influences trust, engagement, and long-term loyalty in e-commerce (Arnold, 2024).
The discussion is organised around the four research questions. Each question is examined separately to provide a clear and structured interpretation of the results. The findings are also linked to relevant theories and previous studies. In addition, the chapter connects the results to the conceptual framework, particularly the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention pathway. This helps to explain the role of emotions, cognition, and ethical perceptions in shaping customer responses.
Finally, the chapter outlines practical implications for e-commerce firms, discusses policy and ethical issues, and revisits the research gap addressed by the study. It ends with a summary that links the discussion to the overall aims of the research and introduces the final chapter.

5.1 [bookmark: _TOC_250017][bookmark: _Toc220931750]Interpretation of Findings by Research Question

RQ1: How Does Personalization Foster Trust and Loyalty?

This study suggests that personalisation fosters loyalty primarily by strengthening trust-based relationship quality, rather than by directly triggering repeat purchase through promotional targeting. When personalised recommendations, emails, and content are perceived as relevant and accurate, they operate as signals of organisational competence and customer orientation (Arnold, 2024; Simons, 2025). What this means for retention is that customers are more willing to continue engaging when personalisation reduces effort, improves decision confidence, and consistently delivers meaningful value (Odom, 2025). In other words, loyalty emerges from the perception that the brand “understands” the customer in a helpful way, not simply that it can predict behaviour.

From a theoretical perspective, these findings align with Commitment–Trust Theory by reinforcing the view that trust is a prerequisite for long-term relational exchange. However, this study extends that logic into an e-commerce setting by showing that trust is increasingly shaped through digital relevance and perceived fairness, rather than interpersonal interaction. Montgomery and Smith (2008) support this relational framing by arguing that personalisation contributes to long-term value only when it respects autonomy and avoids a purely exploitative tone.
Importantly, this study indicates that trust is conditional and can be weakened when personalisation is experienced as excessive, inaccurate, or intrusive. Where customers perceive manipulation or cannot understand how their data is being used, personalisation becomes a trust risk rather than a trust cue (Flaherty and Moran, 2019; Pallavi Dadhich, 2024). This implies that trust-based loyalty depends on relevance + transparency + restraint. Without these conditions, loyalty is likely to decline even if the personalisation is technically sophisticated.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that retention strategies should treat trust as a managed outcome of personalisation quality (relevance, fairness, transparency), rather than assuming that more personalisation automatically produces loyalty.
RQ2: What Emotional and Cognitive Mechanisms Influence Retention?

This study indicates that retention in personalised e-commerce environments is driven by a combined emotional–cognitive pathway, where engagement translates personalisation into loyalty. Emotionally, customers are more likely to stay when personalisation generates feelings of appreciation, recognition, and being understood, which strengthens psychological closeness to the brand (Deikis, 2024; Arnold, 2024). What this means is that personalisation works as a relationship-building mechanism when it produces positive affect and reinforces identity-based connection, rather than functioning only as a tool for convenience.
Cognitively, the findings imply that customers remain engaged when personalisation enhances perceived usefulness by reducing search time, simplifying choice, and improving decision efficiency. This interpretation is consistent with the logic of the Technology Acceptance Model, where perceived usefulness and ease of use support continued usage behaviour. In this study, cognitive benefits appear to stabilise retention by encouraging repeated interaction, which then increases the likelihood of loyalty through habit formation and perceived value (Odom, 2025).
However, the findings also imply that emotional engagement is not inherently positive. When personalisation becomes too frequent or overly predictive, it can trigger irritation, discomfort, or emotional fatigue, shifting engagement into resistance (Flaherty and Moran, 2019). This strengthens the argument that emotional engagement is a dynamic mechanism: it can either reinforce retention or accelerate disengagement depending on perceived boundaries and tone.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that the key mechanism is not personalisation alone, but the emotional and cognitive engagement it generates—meaning firms must design for “felt value” and “felt respect,” not just relevance.
RQ3: What Negative Consequences Arise from Intrusive Personalization?

This study shows that intrusive personalisation can generate a negative cycle that undermines trust, engagement, and long-term retention. What this means for customer relationships is that personalisation becomes harmful when it shifts from being interpreted as supportive to being interpreted as surveillance. When customers believe brands are using hidden tracking or inferred sensitive data, privacy anxiety increases and customers feel less autonomy over their digital experience (Flaherty and Moran, 2019; Pallavi Dadhich, 2024). This perception weakens emotional comfort and reduces willingness to interact.
The findings also suggest that intrusive personalisation can trigger behavioural withdrawal, including avoidance of personalised features, reduced platform interaction, and eventual churn. This supports Montgomery and Smith’s (2008) argument that personalisation is only relationship-enhancing when customers perceive fairness and freedom rather than coercion. In practical terms, overly controlling or over-specific messaging can signal “data exploitation,” which damages brand credibility even when content accuracy is high.
A further implication is that intrusive personalisation can create reputational risk. When trust declines, customers may disengage and potentially spread negative perceptions (e.g., discomfort or distrust narratives), which can harm retention beyond the individual user level. Therefore, the negative consequences are not limited to reduced conversions; they include relational and reputational damage that weakens long-term loyalty.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that over-personalisation is not a minor operational issue; it is a strategic risk that can reverse the retention pathway by producing privacy anxiety, distrust, and disengagement.
RQ4: How Can E-Commerce Firms Design Ethical Personalization?
This study suggests that ethical personalisation is achieved when firms treat customers as active participants rather than passive data sources. What this means is that ethical design should be built around three principles: transparency, customer control, and reciprocal value exchange. When customers understand why they are seeing recommendations and how data is used, trust is more likely to be sustained, particularly in AI-driven environments where algorithmic decision-making can otherwise appear opaque (Simons, 2025).
Transparency also has a practical function: it reduces suspicion and stabilises engagement by signalling responsible intent. This implies that explainability tools (e.g., “why you are seeing this”), clear consent language, and accessible privacy controls are not only compliance mechanisms—they are retention mechanisms. Where personalisation systems remain hidden, customers are more likely to interpret targeting as manipulation rather than service.
Customer agency strengthens ethical legitimacy by restoring a sense of autonomy. Providing preference dashboards, opt-in/opt-out control, and communication frequency settings reduces emotional fatigue and increases perceptions of fairness (Tronvoll and Edvardsson, 2022). Industry perspectives also support the view that collaborative personalisation improves acceptance and reduces resistance, particularly when customers can shape the experience rather than merely receive it (Interact RDT, 2024). Nevertheless, this study treats industry advice critically: industry sources may emphasise performance outcomes, whereas the findings here indicate that trust and agency are necessary conditions for retention, not optional add-ons.
Finally, ethical personalisation requires a visible value exchange. Customers are more willing to share data when benefits are clear (e.g., convenience, better relevance, time-saving), but become sceptical when the exchange feels one-sided. This implies that ethical personalisation can enhance performance, but only when it is implemented as a relationship strategy grounded in fairness and transparency.
Analytic takeaway: This suggests that ethical personalisation is not a constraint on retention strategy; it is a core design requirement that protects trust, sustains engagement, and supports long-term loyalty.
5.2 [bookmark: _TOC_250016][bookmark: _Toc220931751]Theoretical Contributions
This study extends existing marketing literature by integrating relationship marketing and customer engagement theories within the context of digital personalisation in e-commerce, using qualitative documentary evidence. While traditional relationship marketing theory emphasises trust and commitment as the foundations of long-term loyalty (Morgan and Hunt, 1994), this research demonstrates that, in digital environments, personalised marketing practices operate as a primary mechanism through which trust is constructed and sustained. Specifically, the findings show that relevance, transparency, and perceived fairness in personalisation shape customer trust, thereby updating relationship marketing theory for algorithm-driven contexts where interpersonal interaction is absent.
This study also makes a theoretical contribution by empirically positioning customer engagement as the central mediating process between personalisation and retention. Existing customer engagement literature recognises engagement as a multidimensional construct involving emotional, cognitive, and behavioural components. However, prior studies often treat engagement as either an outcome or a parallel effect of marketing activity. By contrast, this research demonstrates that engagement actively translates personalisation into loyalty, transforming functional relevance into psychological attachment. This finding extends Customer Engagement Theory by showing that engagement is not merely a consequence of personalisation but the mechanism through which relational value is realised in e-commerce environments.
A further contribution of this study lies in its introduction of ethical moderation as a theoretical boundary condition. Themes related to privacy concerns, technological transparency, and customer agency reveal that the effectiveness of personalisation is contingent upon ethical perceptions. This challenges linear and technologically deterministic models that assume increased personalisation automatically leads to improved outcomes. Instead, the findings indicate that ethical evaluation influences both the direction and strength of the personalisation–engagement–retention relationship. This perspective aligns with, but also extends, emerging critiques in digital marketing literature by explicitly integrating ethical perception into relationship formation models.
Overall, the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention framework developed in this study advances theory by incorporating emotional response, cognitive evaluation, and ethical judgement as core explanatory mechanisms in digital relationship marketing. By doing so, the study moves beyond efficiency-based models of personalisation and offers a more holistic, relational understanding of how customer loyalty is formed and sustained in data-driven commercial environments (Bell, Olukemi and Broklyn, 2024).
5.3 [bookmark: _TOC_250015][bookmark: _Toc220931752]Practical Implications

The findings of this study indicate that effective personalisation is a retention strategy only when it is governed by relevance, transparency, and customer control, rather than volume or automation intensity. For e-commerce organisations, the practical implication is that personalisation should be designed as a customer experience capability (relationship-building), not simply a short-term sales tactic (Bhardwaj et al., 2024).
First, firms should prioritise relevance over frequency. What this means operationally is reducing over-targeting and focusing on fewer but higher-quality personalised touchpoints. Personalised recommendations and messages should be accurate, timely, and clearly aligned with user preferences to strengthen trust and emotional engagement (Teepapal, 2025). Over-personalisation (too frequent, too predictive, or poorly matched content) risks irritation and disengagement, which can reduce retention rather than improve it.
Second, the results imply that transparency must be built into the personalisation journey, not treated as a separate compliance activity. Managers should implement practical “explainability” tools such as “why you are seeing this” prompts, clear preference controls, and plain-language data-use explanations. These measures reduce privacy anxiety and strengthen fairness perceptions, which supports longer-term retention (Kalliokoski, 2024). In practice, this requires aligning marketing teams with privacy/governance functions so that personalisation rules and messaging are consistent and defensible.
Third, the findings suggest that firms should intentionally design for emotional engagement, not assume that automation alone will create loyalty. Personalisation should communicate recognition and respect, using human-centred messaging tone and supportive service design alongside algorithmic targeting. For example, empathetic messaging, flexible customer support options, and personalised after-sales communication can strengthen attachment and reinforce repeat engagement (Sheth, Jain and Ambika, 2024). The implication is that customer retention improves when personalisation feels relational rather than purely transactional.
Finally, the study highlights that sustainable personalisation depends on customer agency and reciprocal value exchange. Firms should provide opt-in mechanisms, preference dashboards, and control over communication frequency and data categories, ensuring customers perceive a fair exchange (better convenience, relevance, or service quality) in return for data sharing. Treating personalisation as a long-term relationship capability—supported by ethical moderation and user control—enables organisations to strengthen customer satisfaction and retention while reducing resistance and reputational risk (Päivärinta, Mikael Henrikki, 2024).
5.4 [bookmark: _TOC_250014][bookmark: _Toc220931753]Policy and Ethical Implications

The findings of this study indicate that ethical governance is not a peripheral concern but a core determinant of whether personalised digital marketing sustains customer trust and retention. What this means for policy and practice is that compliance-oriented approaches to personalisation are insufficient if they do not also address customers’ lived perceptions of control, fairness, and transparency. While regulations such as the GDPR establish legal baselines for data protection, this study demonstrates that customer trust is shaped as much by how personalisation is experienced as by whether it is technically compliant (Karami, Shemshaki and Ghazanfar, 2024).
From a policy perspective, the evidence suggests that transparency and informed consent must function as active design principles, not merely as static legal disclosures. When customers cannot clearly understand how their data is collected, inferred, or applied, personalisation is interpreted as surveillance rather than service. This leads to privacy anxiety, disengagement, and trust erosion. Therefore, privacy policies should be concise, accessible, and embedded directly into user journeys, enabling informed decision-making rather than symbolic acceptance (Miller, Lukic and Skiera, 2025). This finding challenges industry practices that rely on lengthy or opaque disclosures that technically satisfy legal requirements but fail to build ethical legitimacy.
The study further extends ethical theory by demonstrating that customer agency is central to sustainable personalisation. Providing opt-in mechanisms, preference dashboards, and visible data controls shifts power back to users, reducing psychological reactance and strengthening relational trust. Consistent with Montgomery and Smith (2008), the findings confirm that perceived fairness and autonomy moderate how customers interpret personalised marketing. In policy terms, this supports stronger emphasis on data minimisation, purpose limitation, and user control—principles that move beyond compliance toward genuine ethical engagement.
Finally, the findings highlight significant ethical implications for AI-driven personalisation systems. As algorithmic decision-making becomes more complex, accountability and explainability become critical trust safeguards. This study shows that opaque recommendation logic undermines credibility, while transparent explanations restore confidence and legitimacy. What this means for firms and regulators is that algorithmic governance must be integrated into digital marketing strategy, ensuring that automated personalisation remains intelligible, contestable, and aligned with customer expectations (Wren, 2024).
Overall, this study demonstrates that ethical personalisation is not a constraint on performance but a precondition for long-term trust and retention. Embedding transparency, agency, and algorithmic accountability into policy and practice enables firms to meet both legal obligations and moral responsibilities, while sustaining durable customer relationships in data-driven e-commerce environments.
5.5 [bookmark: _Toc220931754] Revisiting the Research Gap
This study addresses a key gap in the personalisation–retention literature by explaining how personalised digital marketing translates into long-term customer retention, rather than treating retention as a direct or automatic outcome of targeting. Much prior work focuses on performance outcomes (e.g., repeat purchase, churn reduction) or on the technical effectiveness of recommendation systems. In contrast, the evidence synthesised here shows that retention depends on an interpretive pathway shaped by trust, emotional engagement, privacy perceptions, transparency, and customer agency.
What this means for the research gap is that personalisation should be understood as a conditional relationship mechanism, not merely a technological optimisation tool. Consistent with relationship marketing theory, the findings align with the logic of Commitment–Trust Theory (Morgan and Hunt, 1994) by showing that loyalty is sustained when personalisation strengthens credibility and perceived value. However, this study extends that tradition by demonstrating that trust is not produced by personalisation alone—it emerges only when customers perceive relevance and fairness, and when the brand’s data practices remain legitimate and understandable.
The study also contributes to engagement research by demonstrating that engagement is not simply an “outcome variable” but the central mediator through which personalisation influences retention. This builds on engagement-based perspectives by clarifying the mechanism: emotional recognition and cognitive usefulness convert relevance into psychological commitment. At the same time, this study provides a corrective to overly optimistic industry narratives by showing that intrusive targeting and opaque data practices can reverse the pathway, producing resistance and disengagement (Popoola and Phillip, 2025). In other words, personalisation can undermine retention when it activates surveillance concerns or perceived loss of control.
Most importantly, this research extends existing literature by positioning ethical perception as a moderating condition. While many studies acknowledge privacy as a “risk factor,” fewer integrate ethics into the core explanation of retention. This study shows that long-term retention depends not only on technological capability but on how customers interpret relevance, transparency, autonomy, and reciprocity within personalised experiences (Technologies, 2023). Therefore, the study closes the gap by offering an integrated explanation of retention that combines relational theory (trust/commitment), engagement mechanisms (emotional and cognitive), and ethical legitimacy (privacy, transparency, agency).
In Summary, This chapter interpreted the findings from Chapter 4 to explain what they mean for theory and practice in personalised digital marketing. The discussion confirmed that the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention pathway is best understood as a conditional mechanism, where retention occurs only when personalisation strengthens trust and meaningful engagement.
What this means in practice is that firms cannot rely on automation or targeting intensity alone. Retention improves when customers experience personalisation as relevant, emotionally supportive, and easy to understand. However, when personalisation becomes intrusive or opaque, customers interpret it as surveillance or manipulation, which reduces trust and accelerates disengagement (Hari et al., 2024).
The chapter also clarified the study’s contribution: it extends existing literature by showing that ethical perceptions—especially transparency, consent, and customer agency—moderate the effect of personalisation on engagement and retention. Overall, the discussion demonstrates that durable retention is driven by how customers interpret fairness, control, and emotional value, not by technology alone. The next chapter concludes the study by summarising contributions, outlining limitations, and recommending directions for future research and managerial implementation.
[bookmark: _TOC_250011]
[bookmark: _TOC_250012][bookmark: _Toc220931755]CHAPTER 6: CONCLUSION
6.1 [bookmark: _Toc220931756]Restate Purpose
This study examined the effectiveness of personalised digital marketing in fostering customer retention within e-commerce environments. Specifically, it explored how personalisation influences customer trust, emotional and cognitive engagement, and ethical perceptions, and how these factors shape long-term loyalty. The rapid expansion of data-driven marketing technologies and the increasing reliance on personalised communication by online retailers provided the motivation for this research.
While much prior literature has focused on quantitative performance indicators such as click-through rates, sales volume, and customer lifetime value, this study adopted a qualitative perspective to examine how customers interpret personalised interactions. The research investigated how individualised digital communication can either strengthen or undermine trust, how emotional and cognitive responses mediate engagement, the risks associated with intrusive personalisation, and how firms can design ethical personalisation strategies.
Using a qualitative documentary methodology, the study analysed academic and industry sources to develop a theory-informed understanding of customer retention in digital contexts. This approach generated insights that are both academically robust and practically relevant for organisations operating in increasingly regulated and ethically scrutinised digital markets.
6.2 [bookmark: _TOC_250010][bookmark: _Toc220931757]Summary of Findings
The findings provided clear responses to the four research questions.
First, the study found that trust and loyalty in personalised digital marketing are primarily driven by relevance, consistency, and perceived value. When recommendations and communications align closely with customer preferences, interactions are interpreted as competent and considerate, strengthening trust and encouraging repeat purchasing. However, trust was shown to be conditional rather than automatic, depending on transparency, accuracy, and respectful data use (Schweidel et al., 2022).
Second, emotional and cognitive engagement emerged as critical drivers of retention. Emotionally, customers remained loyal when they felt recognised, valued, and understood. Cognitively, personalised content reduced information overload, supported decision-making, and increased convenience. Engagement functioned as the central mechanism through which personalisation translated into long-term commitment (Lai et al., 2022).
Third, intrusive personalisation produced significant negative effects. Excessive targeting, opaque data practices, and overuse of behavioural tracking increased privacy anxiety and resistance. Customers who perceived surveillance or manipulation experienced reduced trust and disengagement, demonstrating that poorly managed personalisation can damage the very relationships it seeks to strengthen (Marth, Hartl and Penz, 2022).
Finally, the study identified key principles for ethical personalisation. Transparency, informed consent, preference control, and visible value exchange increased acceptance and trust. Personalisation was most effective when customers were treated as active participants rather than passive data sources.
Overall, the findings strongly supported the Personalisation → Engagement → Retention pathway and highlighted ethics, trust, and emotional interpretation as decisive factors in sustaining customer relationships in e-commerce.
6.3 [bookmark: _TOC_250009][bookmark: _Toc220931758]Contributions to Knowledge and Practice
 Academic Contribution
This study contributes to academic knowledge by extending relationship marketing and customer engagement theories into the context of digital personalisation. It demonstrates how trust and commitment are constructed through algorithmic interactions rather than interpersonal exchange. By empirically confirming engagement as the central mediating mechanism, the research advances customer engagement theory and challenges linear models that assume personalisation directly leads to loyalty. Importantly, the study introduces ethical perception as a moderating condition, showing that emotional and moral evaluations jointly shape retention outcomes (Rainy, Rahman and Mou, 2024).

Managerial Contribution
For practitioners, the study provides clear guidance for designing effective personalisation strategies. It demonstrates that relevance is more effective than intensity, and that quality of interaction outweighs frequency. Managers are encouraged to invest in transparent data practices, preference management tools, and emotionally intelligent communication. Organisations that integrate technological efficiency with relational sensitivity are better positioned to achieve sustainable customer retention (Benson et al., 2025).
Ethical Contribution
The study highlights personalisation as an ethical intervention rather than a purely technical innovation. It emphasises the importance of autonomy, fairness, and transparency in data-driven marketing. By positioning ethics as central to long-term performance, the research reinforces the need for responsible AI use and value-based personalisation strategies that respect customer rights and expectations.
6.4 [bookmark: _Toc220931759]Limitations

Despite its contributions, the study has several limitations. First, the exclusive reliance on secondary qualitative data limited direct access to customers’ lived experiences and personal narratives (Khoa, Hung and Brahmi, 2023). Second, the analysed sources varied in depth and intent, with industry reports often emphasising commercial outcomes while academic studies prioritised theory. This divergence may have influenced interpretation. Third, potential publication bias exists, as unsuccessful or negative cases of personalisation are underreported. Finally, due to its qualitative design, the findings are interpretive rather than statistically generalisable and should be applied contextually.

6.5 [bookmark: _TOC_250008][bookmark: _TOC_250007][bookmark: _Toc220931760]Recommendations for Future Research
Future research could extend this study in several ways. Primary qualitative research, such as interviews or focus groups, would provide deeper insight into customer emotions, privacy concerns, and trust formation. Comparative cross-cultural studies could explore how personalisation is perceived in different regulatory and social contexts (Shin, Chotiyaputta and Zaid, 2022b).
Further research should also examine advanced AI-driven personalisation, including predictive analytics and biometric data, to assess ethical boundaries and consumer acceptance. Longitudinal studies could track changes in customer attitudes as technologies and regulations evolve. Experimental research on consent design and transparency mechanisms would further strengthen understanding of ethical digital relationship management (Schwing et al., 2025).
6.6 [bookmark: _TOC_250006][bookmark: _Toc220931761]Final Reflection

This study demonstrates that personalisation is neither inherently beneficial nor inherently harmful; its impact depends on how it is designed, communicated, and governed. When personalisation is relevant, transparent, and respectful, it fosters trust and emotional engagement. When it is excessive or opaque, it generates resistance and disengagement.
The central challenge for digital marketers lies in balancing technological capability with empathy and ethical responsibility. Respect, clarity, and genuine customer choice are not barriers to performance but foundations of sustainable loyalty (Boulos, 2024).
Ultimately, this research confirms that long-term customer retention in e-commerce is driven not by data alone, but by how customers interpret relevance, fairness, and emotional value within personalised digital experiences.
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[bookmark: _Toc220931763]Appendix B: Search Log & Source List
1. Search Log

	Search Date
	Database / Platform
	Keywords Used
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria
	Final Sources
Selected

	05/01/2025
	Google Scholar
	Personalised digital marketing, customer retention, trust,
	Peer-reviewed articles (2015–
2025), English language,
	Non- marketing topics, outdated
	6



	
	
	engagement, e- commerce
	relevance to personalisation & retention
	studies, non- English papers
	

	07/01/2025
	Emerald Insight
	Relationship marketing, emotional engagement, loyalty, online
retail
	Empirical and conceptual studies on trust & engagement
	Studies without digital context
	4

	09/01/2025
	ScienceDirect
	Privacy concerns, intrusive personalisation, data ethics, GDPR
	Studies addressing privacy, transparency, ethical
marketing
	Technical IT-only studies
	3

	12/01/2025
	Industry Reports (Emarsys, Dotdigital, Binmile,
MarTech)
	AI
personalisation, customer experience, recommendation systems
	Reputable industry reports (2018–2025)
	Blogs without references or authority
	5


2. Final Source List Used for Analysis
1. Arnold, A. (2024). Unlocking customer loyalty: Core motivations behind personalised marketing. MarTech.
2. Simons, L. (2025). How personalised marketing boosts customer retention and loyalty. ScoreApp.
3. Odom, N. (2025). Retention marketing and customer loyalty in digital commerce. Emarsys.
4. Montgomery, A. & Smith, M. (2008). Prospects for personalisation on the Internet. Journal of Marketing.
5. Flaherty, K. & Moran, K. (2019). The dangers of over-personalisation. Nielsen Norman Group.
6. Pallavi Dadhich (2024). How bad personalisation can cost you customers. Experro.
7. Dotdigital (2022). The complete guide to e-commerce personalisation.
8. Binmile Technologies (2023). AI-driven personalisation in e-commerce.
9. Interact RDT (2024). Personalisation overload and customer agency.
10. Deikis, J. (2024). The power of emotional marketing. Noble Studios.
11. The Retail Exec (2023). Benefits of personalisation in e-commerce.
12. Karami, S., Shemshaki, A., & Ghazanfar, M. (2024). Ethical personalisation and data governance.
13. Miller, Lukic & Skiera (2025). Transparency and algorithmic trust in digital marketing.
14. Christiano, P. (2021). Responsible AI and algorithmic accountability.
15. Emarsys (2025). Customer engagement and preference management systems.



[bookmark: _Toc220931764]Appendix C: Coding Framework (Initial + Final)
1. Initial Coding Framework (Open Codes)

	Code Category
	Initial Codes Identified from Documents
	Description

	
	
	



	Personalisation Practices
	Tailored emails, product recommendations, targeted ads, browsing history use
	Forms of personalised digital marketing used by e-commerce firms

	Trust
	Credibility, reliability, perceived
honesty, transparency
	Customer belief that the firm
acts in their best interest

	Emotional
Responses
	Appreciation, feeling valued,
enjoyment, irritation, discomfort
	Emotional reactions triggered
by personalised interactions

	Cognitive
Responses
	Perceived usefulness, relevance,
convenience, understanding
	Thought-based evaluation of
personalisation

	Engagement
	Interaction frequency, involvement,
attention, attachment
	Level of customer participation
and connection

	Privacy Concerns
	Surveillance feeling, data misuse,
loss of control
	Negative perceptions related to
data collection

	Ethical Perception
	Fairness, consent, transparency,
autonomy
	Moral evaluation of
personalisation practices

	Retention
Outcomes
	Repeat purchase, loyalty, reduced
churn
	Long-term behavioural
outcomes


2. Final Coding Framework (Thematic Codes)

	Final Theme	Related Codes	Linked Research Question

	Theme 1: Personalisation →
Trust → Retention
	Relevance, value, credibility, confidence, loyalty
	RQ1

	Theme 2: Emotional
Engagement as Mediator
	Appreciation, feeling understood,
enjoyment, irritation
	RQ2

	Theme 3: Privacy Concerns
and Intrusiveness
	Surveillance perception, discomfort,
reactance
	RQ3

	Theme 4: Technology and
Transparency
	AI recommendations, algorithm
clarity, data explanation
	RQ4

	Theme 5: Customer Agency
and Reciprocity
	Consent, preference control, value
exchange
	RQ4


3. Code-to-Theme Mapping

	Initial Code	Final Theme

	Relevance
	Theme 1

	Trustworthiness
	Theme 1

	Emotional Attachment
	Theme 2

	Irritation / Fatigue
	Theme 2

	Privacy Anxiety
	Theme 3

	Algorithm Opacity
	Theme 4

	Data Transparency
	Theme 4

	Consent Control
	Theme 5

	Value Exchange
	Theme 5

	Loyalty Behaviour
	Theme 1



[bookmark: _Toc220931765]Appendix D: Thematic Maps
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[bookmark: _Toc220931766]Appendix E: Sample Extracts from Reviewed Sources

	This appendix presents selected illustrative extracts from key academic and industry sources that informed the thematic analysis in Chapter 4. The extracts demonstrate how evidence from secondary documents supported the development of the five core themes: personalisation– trust–retention, emotional engagement, privacy concerns, technology and transparency, and customer agency.
Theme 1: Personalisation → Trust → Retention
Arnold (2024) stated that “customers are more likely to remain loyal to brands that consistently deliver relevant and timely personalised recommendations, as these signals indicate that the company understands their individual needs and preferences.”
Simons (2025) similarly noted that “personalised communications increase perceived brand competence and reliability, which strengthens trust and encourages repeat purchasing behaviour.”
Theme 2: Emotional Engagement as a Mediator
Deikis (2024) observed that “emotionally resonant personalisation transforms functional marketing messages into relationship-building interactions, generating feelings of appreciation and recognition that support long-term engagement.”
Odom (2025) added that “customers who feel emotionally connected to a brand through tailored experiences are more willing to continue the relationship and overlook minor service failures.”
Theme 3: Privacy Concerns and Intrusiveness
Flaherty and Moran (2019) reported that “over-personalisation can trigger perceptions of surveillance, making users uncomfortable and reducing their willingness to interact with personalised features.”
Pallavi Dadhich (2024) further argued that “when customers do not understand how their data is collected and used, personalisation shifts from helpful to intrusive, leading to trust erosion and disengagement.”
Theme 4: Technology and Transparency
Dotdigital (2022) highlighted that “AI-driven recommendation engines improve accuracy and relevance, but their effectiveness depends on customers understanding why certain content is shown to them.”
Simons (2025) emphasised that “transparent explanation of algorithmic decisions enhances credibility and acceptance of personalised systems.”
Theme 5: Customer Agency and Reciprocity
Emarsys (2025) stated that “giving users control over their data and communication preferences increases perceived fairness and strengthens cooperative relationships.”
Interact RDT (2024) concluded that “reciprocal value exchange, where customers clearly benefit from sharing information, is essential for sustaining trust and long-term loyalty in personalised digital environments.”




[bookmark: _Toc220931767]Appendix G: Ethics Declaration
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APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL – INTRODUCTORY NOTES



In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. A researcher may not be covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been obtained prior to commencement.



The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: 

“[C]reative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. 

As such this covers activities undertaken by:

· Members of staff (academic staff or support staff);

· Individuals holding honorary title from the University;

· Postgraduate research students;

In all of these cases ethical review is required regardless of discipline.



The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the lead researcher.



Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic criticism. 



For most projects you will only need to complete sections in the main part of the form. A few projects will need more detailed ethical consideration and will need you to fill in sections in an appendix. At some points in this form you will be asked questions about your research in the following way:



		1

		Does your research involve <<something specific>>?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix <<N>>

		NO

		☑



		2

		Have you completed appendix <<N>>? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☑







Clicking in the appropriate box will take you to the appropriate location in the text. At the end of each appendix is a box. Clicking on this will return you to the question that originally took you to the appendix.



		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form







NB These clickable links will only work if you are editing the document in the desktop version of Word, not the browser version. Please download and save the form before editing it.



Guidance notes are provided as comments or as text IN GREEN throughout this form. Please ensure that the comments are removed and that the green text is replaced by your own text or removed as appropriate BEFORE submitting this form.



Please ensure that you have read the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy and the UWTSD Research Data Management Policy BEFORE submitting this form.








APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL

SECTION A: About You (Lead Researcher)

		1

		Full Name:

		



		2

		Tick all boxes that apply:

		Member of staff:

		☐

		Honorary research fellow:

		☐



		

		Undergraduate Student

		☐		Taught Postgraduate Student

		☐		Postgraduate Research Student

		☐

		3

		Institute/Academic Discipline/Centre:

		





		4

		Campus:

		





		5

		E-mail address:

		





		6

		Contact Telephone Number:

		





		7

		Project Title

		





		8

		Proposed Start Date

		



		Proposed End Date

		





		For students:



		9

		Student Number:

		



		10

		Programme of Study:

		



		11

		Director of Studies/Supervisor:

		







SECTION B: Grant or Contract Funding 

		1

		Has your research been awarded, applied for, or intend to apply for external funding?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 1

		NO

		☑



		2

		Have you completed appendix 1? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☑







[bookmark: SEC_C]SECTION C:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials

		Ethical Guidance Documents

Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed.



		1

		UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Policy

		☒

		2

		UWTSD Research Data Management Policy

		☒



		3

		UWTSD Open Access Publications Policy

		☒



		4

		UWTSD Export Control Policy 

Required if Appendix 8 completed

		☒

		5

		UWTSD Trusted Research and Innovation Policy 

Required if research is taking place outside the UK

		☒



		6

		[List any other relevant documents here]

		☒









[bookmark: SEC_D]SECTION D: External Collaborative Research Activity 

		1

		Does your research involve collaborating partners at another institution or organisation?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 2

		NO

		☑



		2

		Have you completed appendix 2? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☑







[bookmark: SEC_E]SECTION E: Details of Research Activity

		Aims, Vision and Approach of the Research (maximum 200 words per section)

Please outline what are you hoping to achieve with your proposed work and how will you deliver it?



		1

		Research aims and objectives



		Briefly state your research: 

· Aims 

Aim: To examine how personalised digital marketing (e.g., targeted emails, recommendation systems, and personalised ads) shapes customer trust, emotional engagement, and retention outcomes in e-commerce, using a qualitative synthesis of secondary sources.



· Objectives 

 Synthesise recent academic, industry, and case-study evidence (2015–2025) on links between personalisation, trust, and repeat purchase/loyalty.

Identify when/why personalisation is perceived as relevant vs. intrusive, and its effect on brand relationships.

 Map mediators (e.g., perceived value, transparency, control) and moderators (e.g., age, platform type).

 Derive practice guidelines for ethical, transparent, and user-controlled personalisation that supports retention without eroding privacy or trust.













(this box should expand as you type) 



		2

		Vision



		This study addresses a live managerial need: retention in highly competitive e-commerce environments. It integrates relationship-marketing and technology-acceptance perspectives to offer a human-centred view of personalisation beyond click-through and sales metrics. The work is timely given intensifying privacy concerns, AI-driven targeting, and evolving consumer expectations for control and transparency. Expected impacts include: clearer guardrails for ethical personalisation; actionable recommendations for marketers; and support for policy conversations on fair data use. Societally, the study promotes trust-preserving digital practices that balance relevance with rights.









(this box should expand as you type)



		3

		Approach



		Design: qualitative evidence synthesis of secondary sources (peer-reviewed articles, reputable industry reports, published case studies, practitioner analyses). Search across scholarly databases and recognised trade sources; screen by predefined inclusion criteria (English, 2015–2025, relevance to personalisation & retention).
Analysis: thematic analysis (code for trust, relevance, intrusiveness, control, emotion, loyalty; then group into themes and mechanisms). Tools: NVivo or Excel for coding/traceability.
Feasibility: no primary data collection; sources accessible via university library/open access.
Risks & management: risk of bias mitigated via multi-source triangulation, transparent inclusion/exclusion, and quality appraisal.
Translation: findings will be distilled into a practical checklist for ethical personalisation and a conceptual pathway model linking inputs → perceptions → emotions → retention outcomes.







(this box should expand as you type)



		4

		Location of research activity

Identify all locations where research activity will take place.



		





Desk-based research at [your campus / home] using university library databases and secure storage.









		5

		Will any of your research be undertaken outside of the UK?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 3

		NO

		☑



		6

		Have you completed any of appendix 3? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☑







[bookmark: SEC_F]SECTION F: Research Methods 

		Will the research activity include:

		YES

		NO



		[bookmark: _Hlk153204538]1

		Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?

		☐

		☒



		2

		Use of interviews?

		☐

		☒



		3

		Use of focus groups?

		☐

		☒



		4

		Use of participant diaries? 

		☐

		☒



		5

		Use of video or audio recording?

		☐

		☒



		6

		Use of computer-generated log files?

		☐

		☒



		7

		Participant observation with their knowledge?

		☐

		☒



		8

		Participant observation without their knowledge?

		☐

		☒



		9

		Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?

		☐

		☒



		10

		Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?

		☐

		☒



		11

		Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?

		☐

		☒



		12

		Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?

		☐

		☒



		13

		Use of procedures that involve deception?

		☐

		☒



		14

		Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?

		☐

		☒



		15

		Working with live vertebrate animals?

		☐

		☒



		16

		Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?

		☐

		☒



		17

		Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.

		☐

		☒



		Details of any other primary data collection method:



· Not applicable — secondary literature and document analysis only.





(this box should expand as you type)

		

		







SECTION G: Research Participants 



		Research participants include people who will be taking part in your research as providers of research data (e.g. being interviewed, answering questionnaires, or doing user testing of hardware or software). This includes animal participants.



		1

		Does your research involve human or non-human participants?

		YES

		Continue this section

		NO

		☑









		Participant numbers and source

How will you ensure an appropriately convened sample group in order to meet the aims of the research? Give details for subgroups separately, if appropriate. How will any potential pitfalls, for example dual roles or potential for coercion, be addressed?



		1

		How many participants will be recruited and how was the number decided upon?

		









		2

		Who will the participants be?

		 (this box should expand as you type)



		3

		How will you identify the participants?

		





(this box should expand as you type)



		4

		Will you be excluding any groups of people, and if so what is the rationale for that?

		

(this box should expand as you type)



		5

		Will the research involve any element of deception?  If yes, please describe why this is necessary and whether participants will be informed at the end of the study

		





(this box should expand as you type)



		6

		Describe whether participants will be able to withdraw from the study, and up to what point (eg if data is to be anonymised). If withdrawal is not possible, after a certain point, explain why not. 

		





(this box should expand as you type)



		7

		How long will the participant have to decide whether to take part in the research?

		









(this box should expand as you type)



		8

		What arrangements have been made for participants who might have difficulties understanding verbal explanations or written information, or who have particular communication needs that should be taken into account to facilitate their involvement in the research?

		















(this box should expand as you type)











SECTION H: Research with Vulnerable People 

		1

		Are your participants classed as vulnerable people?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 4

		NO

		☑



		2

		Have you completed appendix 4? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☑







[bookmark: SEC_I]SECTION I: Research Involving Animals 

		1

		Are your participants non-human animals?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 5

		NO

		Continue to the next section



		2

		Have you completed appendix 5? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		 ☑







[bookmark: SEC_K]SECTION J: Research with the Prison Service or the Probation Service

		1

		Are your participants staff or offenders within the Prison Service or the Probation service?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 6

		NO

		☑



		2

		Have you completed appendix 6? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		 ☑







[bookmark: SEC_J]SECTION K: Health and Social Care Research

		1

		Are your participants selected due to their health or social care needs?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 7

		NO

		☑



		2

		Have you completed appendix 7? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		 ☑







[bookmark: SEC_L]SECTION L: Types of Personal Data

		Personal Data

Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 and the Data Protection Act 2018)?

		YES

		NO



		[bookmark: _Hlk153191083]1

		Personal data means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants and transcription of such are considered to be personal data.

		☐

		 ☑



		

		If you ticked YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

		

		



		This research does not collect, process, or store any personal data relating to identifiable individuals.
All materials analysed are published secondary sources—academic journal articles, industry reports, and case studies that are already publicly available.
Any information about people contained in these sources is aggregated or anonymised by the original authors before publication.
Therefore, no new personal data is created or handled by the researcher.









(this box should expand as you type)







		Special Category Data 

Does the research involve the processing of special category data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 and the Data Protection Act 2018)?

		YES

		NO



		[bookmark: _Hlk153206093]2

		Racial or ethnic origin

		☐

		☒



		3

		Political opinions

		☐

		☒



		4

		Religious or philosophical beliefs

		☐

		☒



		5

		Genetic, biometric or health data

		☐

		☒



		6

		Sex life or sexual orientation

		☐

		☒



		7

		Trade union membership

		☐

		☒



		If you ticked YES to any of questions L2-L7, provide a description of the data and explain why this special category data needs to be collected to support the research and that it is in the public interest to do so:



		8

		











(this box should expand as you type)



		9

		Please describe how the research has been designed to gather the minimum amount of personal data necessary for the specified research purpose:



		The project has been designed to work entirely with non-personal, secondary information.
Only the content necessary to address the research objectives—concepts, models, and findings from published works—is extracted.
No personal identifiers are collected, ensuring compliance with the data-minimisation principle.











(this box should expand as you type)



		10

		Demonstrate that the processing is not likely to cause substantial damage or distress to individuals and that their interests will be safeguarded:



		

Because the data are publicly available and non-identifiable, there is no risk of damage, distress, or privacy intrusion to any individuals.
All materials are stored securely in the University’s OneDrive under password protection.





(this box should expand as you type)



		11

		Demonstrate that the data will not be used to take any action or make decisions in relation to the individuals concerned:



		



The data will not be used to make decisions about, or take action against, any identifiable person or organisation.
Findings will only inform general academic discussion and managerial recommendations.





(this box should expand as you type)



		12

		Data should be anonymised wherever possible, either at point of capture or once collated. If the data cannot be anonymised, and if pseudonymisation is not possible, demonstrate why the that is possible.  If special category data cannot be anonymised, explicit consent to share that data must normally be obtained.



		

All extracted examples or quotations are cited using proper academic referencing.
Any names or identifiers appearing in published case studies will remain as they appear in the source; no new identifiable information will be created.
Hence, anonymisation is complete and effective at the secondary-data stage.







(this box should expand as you type)



		13

		If special category data cannot be anonymised, will you obtain explicit consent to share that data?

		YES

		NO

		N/A



		

		

		☐

		☐

		☒







SECTION M: Participant Information and Consent 



		Information for participants

It is normally expected that those participating in research should do so having given their informed consent. If this is not appropriate or practical, explicit justification must be provided, in line with prevailing disciplinary conventions.  Please note however, that informed consent to participate in the research is separate from consent to process (e.g. collect, analyse, store, reuse or share) personal data, as the University’s lawful basis for processing personal data in research activities is part of its ‘public task’. 

		YES

		NO

		N/A



		[bookmark: _Hlk156475507]1

		Will you obtain written consent for participation?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		2

		Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		3

		Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		4

		Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		5

		If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		6

		Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		7

		Will participants be made aware of how you will treat any information that may reasonably by considered as confidential? 

		☐

		☐

		☒



		8

		If your research requires your participants to sign up for a service provided by an external company or organisation will you inform them that their data may be stored and processed outside UWTSD?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		9

		Will you give participants the UWTSD Privacy Notice for Research?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		If you have answered NO to any of questions M1-M8, please provide justification detailing why this is necessary for the research.  



		10

		

This study is desk-based and uses only secondary data (peer-reviewed journal articles, industry reports, and publicly available case studies).
No direct contact with human participants takes place, so obtaining informed consent is not required or applicable.
All materials analysed are already in the public domain and were ethically published by their original authors under existing consent frameworks.
Therefore, no participant-facing processes or recruitment documentation are needed.







(this box should expand as you type)



		Informed consent: Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before the research begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded. 



		11

		

Not applicable.
No primary participants are involved in the project.
Consent procedures apply only to studies that gather new human data; this research analyses previously published, secondary information.
All data sources will be fully cited, and their use will comply with fair use, copyright, and academic integrity standards.
Thus, the issue of obtaining or recording consent does not arise.





(this box should expand as you type)



		Confidentiality: Confidential information refers to information that can be related to an identifiable individual, whether living or deceased, which is not in the public domain and which is given with the expectation that it will be kept confidential.  Under Common Law when an individual entrusts a researcher or research team with confidential information, the team must handle this in line with ‘reasonable expectations’. In other words, confidential information should only normally be shared when there would be ‘no surprises’ for the individuals concerned. Where participants would not expect the researcher to be sharing their confidential information with others, researchers can manage their expectations by informing them of their intentions (e.g. in the participant information sheet or during discussions about participation) and asking them if they are happy with these plans. They should understand what is being proposed and what this might mean for them, before they decide whether the researcher can share their confidential information with others.  



		Please detail how you will treat confidential information:



		12

		



There is no confidential information collected in this study.
All data are publicly available through academic journals, databases, and trusted industry publications.
No identifiable or sensitive personal information is obtained or handled.
Confidentiality is maintained through:

· Secure digital storage of notes and coded data in encrypted University OneDrive folders.

· Ethical referencing and acknowledgement of all sources.

· Avoidance of any unpublished or proprietary datasets.

Therefore, the study poses no confidentiality risks to individuals or organisations.





(this box should expand as you type)



		Copies of any written consent form, written information and all other explanatory material should accompany this application. If you have included these then please list the documents included here.



		13

		Sample information sheets and consent forms are available from the University ethical review intranet page at https://intranet.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-integrity-and-ethics 





		14

		Consent form attached?

		YES

☐

		NO

☒

		N/A

☐







SECTION N: Research with Potential Military Application

		1

		Does your research have any potential military application?

		YES

		Click to continue to appendix 8

		NO

		☑



		2

		Have you completed appendix 8? 

		YES

		☐

		NO

		 ☑







[bookmark: SEC_O]SECTION O: Use of Artificial Intelligence Tools

		Use of generative AI and other AI-based tools

There are a number of ethical issues relating to the use of generative AI and other AI-based tools, including data security, output bias, and output errors. In general you should assume that any generative AI or other AI-based tool that you pay to use is more secure and accurate than one which is free to use.



Will the research use AI tools to do any of the following:

		YES

		NO

		N/A



		1

		Capture data?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		2

		Generate and/or edit text?

		☒

		☐

		☐



		3

		Generate graphics?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		4

		Generate video?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		5

		Generate sound/music?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		6

		Generate code?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		7

		Generate synthetic data?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		8

		Analyse data?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		9

		Analyse personal or sensitive data?

		☐

		☐

		☒



		10

		Classify data?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		11

		Do you intend to use the free version of any AI tools?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		If you have answered YES to any of questions O1-O11, please provide justification detailing why this is necessary for the research.  



		12

		AI tools may be used solely for academic writing support, including grammar correction, paraphrasing, and formatting (e.g., Microsoft Editor or Grammarly Premium licensed via the university).
No unpublished data, personal information, or sensitive material will ever be entered into AI systems.
Thematic coding and data analysis will be conducted manually by the researcher.
All AI-assisted edits will be reviewed, verified, and properly referenced by the researcher to ensure accuracy, originality, and compliance with UWTSD ethical standards.







(this box should expand as you type)









Section P: Research Data Management Plan



		1

		Data Summary



		· The study will generate secondary qualitative data, consisting of notes, coded excerpts, and thematic matrices derived from published sources (peer-reviewed journal articles, industry reports, and case studies).
No raw participant or personal data will be collected.





		2

		Responsibilities



		The lead researcher (student) will be solely responsible for data collection, management, and ethical handling.
The academic supervisor will provide oversight to ensure compliance with university ethics and GDPR.
No external collaborators or partner institutions are involved.



		3

		Assessment of existing data



		· Existing data sources include:

· Peer-reviewed literature on digital marketing, personalisation, trust, and retention (2015–2025).

· Published industry reports (e.g., Statista, McKinsey, Deloitte, HubSpot).

· Case studies of leading e-commerce companies (e.g., Amazon, ASOS, Shopify).

· Data gaps:
Limited qualitative synthesis on emotional and ethical aspects of personalisation—this review addresses that gap by thematically analysing secondary findings.





		4

		Management and curation of data



		Data will be managed through:

· Structured folder systems (e.g., /Search_Log/, /Coded_Themes/, /References/).

· Metadata logs describing source, publication date, relevance, and quality score.

· Version control using timestamped filenames (e.g., ThemeMatrix_v2_2025.xlsx).
Documentation will follow a consistent naming convention and PRISMA methodology.

· .





		5

		Quality assurance of data



		· Quality procedures include:

· Dual-stage screening of sources (title/abstract → full text).

· Verification of each source’s credibility (journal ranking, publisher reputation).

· Transparent inclusion/exclusion log.

· Manual double-checking of coding accuracy and consistency.
Supervisor review will ensure validity of final themes.





		6

		Short-term data storage



		·   All working files stored in encrypted university OneDrive with automatic backup.

·   Local copies kept on password-protected laptop for offline access.

·   Access limited to the student researcher and supervisor.

·   Regular backups and cloud version history used to prevent data loss.





		7

		Long-term data storage and preservation 



		·   Data of long-term value: PRISMA flowchart, coded theme matrices, inclusion/exclusion logs, and bibliographic database.

·   Will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository or equivalent secure archive for five (5) years after project completion.

·   Raw PDFs or copyrighted documents will not be uploaded; only reference metadata will be preserved.

·   Data will be retained for transparency and reproducibility.





		8

		Documentation and metadata



		·   Metadata includes citation details, coding structure, search terms, and inclusion rationale.

·   A README file will describe dataset purpose, structure, and analytical process.

·   This documentation will allow future researchers to replicate the study’s method without accessing copyrighted content.





		9

		Data sharing



		· Summary datasets (e.g., codebook, PRISMA diagram, theme tables) may be shared publicly as supplementary materials.

· All shared outputs will exclude any copyrighted or sensitive content.

· No restrictions are expected; open access under Creative Commons licence is preferred.

· The data will not require future updates, as it reflects a defined 2015–2025 review period.

· No access charges will apply.





		10

		Copyright and intellectual property ownership



		· Copyright of original materials remains with their respective publishers.

· The researcher retains IP ownership over original analyses, codebooks, and thematic interpretations.

· Any reuse of published materials complies with fair dealing and citation requirements.





		11

		Resources



		·  Data management tools: Microsoft Excel, One Drive, Vivo (or manual coding spreadsheet).

·  Resources are already available through UWTSD; no additional costs.

· Long-term storage supported by university infrastructure—no external funding required.









SECTION Q: Risk Assessment 



		
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 



If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  



		1

		Full risk assessment completed and appended? 

		YES

		NO



		[bookmark: _Hlk152919011]

		

		☐

		☒



		Risks to participants, researchers, and the University 



		2

		Social risks: disclosures that could affect participants standing in the community, in their family and their job.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None. No participants are involved, so there is no risk of social harm, disclosure, or reputational damage to individuals.





(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

All information used will come from credible, published, and peer-reviewed sources. Any opinions or findings will be cited appropriately to maintain academic integrity.





		3

		Legal risks: activities that could result in the participant, researchers and / or University committing an offence; activities that might lead to a participant disclosing criminal activity to a researcher which would necessitate reporting to enforcement authorities; activities that could result in a civil claim for compensation

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: Possible risk of copyright infringement if figures or quotes are improperly used.





(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

All published materials will be used in line with copyright, fair dealing, and citation standards. Only brief, credited quotations will be included, and all figures or data will be paraphrased or recreated with proper acknowledgement.



		4

		Economic harm: financial harm to participant, researcher and / or University through disclosure or other event.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None. The research does not involve participants, financial transactions, or proprietary business data.





(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?



All sources are publicly available or accessed through the University library. No confidential financial information is included.



		5

		Reputational risk: damage to public perception of University or the University / researchers’ reputation in the eyes of funders, the research community and / or the general public.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: Minor risk of misinterpretation or inaccurate referencing.





(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

All findings will be presented objectively, with careful cross-verification and supervisor review.
The University’s name will only appear in ethical, academic contexts aligned with institutional values.









		6

		Safeguarding risks:  Risk to young people, vulnerable adults and / or researcher from improper behaviour, abuse or exploitation. Risk to researcher of being in a comprising situation, in which there might be accusations of improper behaviour.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None, as no human or vulnerable participants are involved.







(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?



Not applicable. Research activities take place in a safe, office-based environment.







		7

		Sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics. If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities.  

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None. The research focuses on marketing strategy and consumer behaviour, not sensitive personal or social issues.
How will you address any risks?
All literature is non-sensitive. Emotional or distressing content is not anticipated or included.



(this box should expand as you type)



		

		Health and safety risks



		8

		Location hazards: for example: fire; visiting or working in participant’s homes; working in remote locations and in high crime areas; overseas travel; hot, cold or extreme weather conditions; working on or by water. Also hazardous work locations, such as construction sites, confined spaces, roofs or laboratories. For overseas travel, researchers will need to check country / city specific information, travel health requirements and consider emergency arrangements as part of their research planning. In all cases the University’s International Travel Policy must be followed.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None. Research is conducted remotely or on campus using safe study environments.





(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

Research will be performed using University facilities or a home office, following standard health and safety procedures (fire safety, ergonomics, etc.).







		9

		Activity hazards: for example: potentially mentally harmful activities; distressing and stressful work and content; driving; tripping, or slipping; falling from height; physically demanding work; lifting, carrying, pushing and pulling loads; night time and weekend working.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: Prolonged computer use leading to eye strain or fatigue.







(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

Follow ergonomic workstation setup, take regular screen breaks (every 45–60 minutes), and ensure proper lighting and posture.





		10

		Machinery and equipment: for example: ergonomic hazards, including computer workstations and equipment; contact with electricity; contact with moving, rotating, ejecting or cutting parts in machinery and instruments; accidental release of energy from machines and instruments.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None, beyond normal computer use.







(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

Use University-approved electrical equipment. Ensure devices are PAT-tested and work areas are free from trip hazards.



		11

		Chemicals and other hazardous substances: the use, production, storage, waste, transportation and accidental release of chemicals and hazardous substances; flammable, dangerous and explosive substances; asphyxiating gases; allergens; biological agents, blood and blood products. 

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None. No chemicals or laboratory substances are used.



(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

Not applicable.





		12

		Physical agents: for example: excessive noise exposure, hand-arm vibration and whole body vibration; ionising radiation; lasers; artificial optical radiation and electromagnetic fields

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None. No exposure to radiation, noise, or vibration.

(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?

Not applicable.





		13

		Environmental risks: for example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Risk: None. Research activities do not involve physical materials, travel, or waste that could affect the environment.





(this box should expand as you type)

		How will you address any risks?



All work will be digital; documents stored electronically to minimise environmental impact









SECTION R: Disclosure and Barring Service



		Disclosure and Barring Service



		1

		If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.

		YES



		NO



		N/A





		

		Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?

		☐

		☒

		☐



		2

		If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.

		Not applicable – no DBS required.









[bookmark: SEX_S]SECTION S: Declaration

		The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.



In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Policy which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 





		1

		Name of applicant

		



		2

		Electronic or written signature of applicant:

		



		3

		Date

		



		4

		Name of Director of Studies

		



		5

		Electronic or written signature of Director of Studies:

		



		6

		Date

		







Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:

		1

		☒

		I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.



		2

		☒

		I have completed all relevant sections of the form in full.



		3

		☐

		I have attached a copy of the Participant Information Sheet (PIS) or Consent Form



		4

		☐

		I have attached a completed copy of the Trusted Research and Innovation Checklist (where applicable)



		5

		☒

		I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate) 



		6

		☒

		I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice



		7

		☒

		I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Data Management Policy



		8

		☒

		I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Export Control Policy



		9

		☒

		I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Open Access Research Policy



		10

		I have completed the following appendices:

		1

		☐

		2

		☐

		3

		☐

		4

		☐



		

		

		5

		☐

		6

		☐

		7

		☐

		8

		☐







		

All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.














[bookmark: APP_1]APPENDIX 1 – Grant or Contract Funding



		A1.1

		Has your research been awarded external funding?

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☒



		A1.2

		Have you applied for funding / awaiting decision?

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☒



		A1.3

		Are you intending to apply for funding?

		YES

		☐

		NO

		☒



		A1.4

		[bookmark: _Hlk152243903]Funding Body

		Not applicable – the research is not externally funded. It is part of the MBA dissertation requirements at the University of Wales Trinity Saint David.



		A1.5

		Lead institution (grant holder)

		University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD)



		A1.6

		If awarded, grant reference

		Not applicable.



		A1.7

		If awarded, grant value

		Not applicable.



		A1.8

		If awarded, start date and duration

		Not applicable – this dissertation is self-managed and conducted within the academic timeline set by UWTSD.







		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form












[bookmark: APP_2]APPENDIX 2: External Collaborative Research Activity



		INSTITUTION 1                        



		[bookmark: _Hlk152247185]A2.1

		Name

		





		A2.2

		Researcher name and position 

		





		A2.3

		Role in project (e.g. co-investigator)

		





		A2.4

		Contact e-mail address

		





		A2.5

		External Ethical Approval

Please detail the ethical approval required and arrangements for this partner. See Section 14 of the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy. If approved, please supply confirmation. 

		Obtained?

		YES

		NO

		PENDING



		

		

		

		☐

		☐

		☐



		[bookmark: _Hlk152841402]

		

		









		INSTITUTION 2                      



		A2.6

		Name

		





		A2.7

		Researcher name and position 

		





		A2.8

		Role in project (e.g. co-investigator)

		





		A2.9

		Contact e-mail address

		





		A2.10

		External Ethical Approval

Please detail the ethical approval required and arrangements for this partner. See Section 14 of the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy. If approved, please supply confirmation. 

		Obtained?

		YES

		NO

		PENDING



		

		

		

		☐

		☐

		☐



		

		

		









		INSTITUTION 3                       



		A2.11

		Name

		





		A2.12

		Researcher name and position 

		





		A2.13

		Role in project (e.g. co-investigator)

		





		A2.14

		Contact e-mail address

		





		A2.15

		External Ethical Approval

Please detail the ethical approval required and arrangements for this partner. See Section 14 of the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy. If approved, please supply confirmation. 

		Obtained?

		YES

		NO

		PENDING



		

		

		

		☐

		☐

		☐



		

		

		









Add additional collaborators as needed



		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form





[bookmark: APP_3]




APPENDIX 3: Research Undertaken Outside of the UK



		A3.1

		Research activity outside of the UK

If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. Describe the measures you have taken to comply with these and provide evidence of approvals etc. If you live in the country where you will do the research then please state this. If you have a local research supervisor or research advisor then please give their contact details here.



		

This research is conducted entirely within the University of Wales Trinity Saint David (UWTSD) in the UK.
No data collection, interviews, surveys, or collaborations will occur overseas.
The study relies solely on secondary, publicly available sources—peer-reviewed articles, industry reports, and company case studies on digital marketing and e-commerce.
Therefore, there are no local ethical approvals, cultural sensitivities, or foreign regulatory issues to address.





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.2

		Responsible Research and Innovation

If research is taking place overseas please refer to the UWTSD Trusted Research and Innovation Policy and complete the Trusted Research and Innovation Checklist and submit it with this form.



		A3.3

		Confirm that you have read the Trusted Research and Innovation Policy

		☒







		If you are a postgraduate research student working with a research supervisor or research advisor at your local university then you do not need to fill in any more sections of this appendix.

If you are working in a research collaboration with an overseas partner please complete the remaining sections of this appendix.

		Return to the main form





[bookmark: _Hlk160779412]

		Organisational Details



		A3.4

		Name of Organisation 



		



		A3.5

		Country where organisation is based:



		



		A3.6

		Registration number and name of registration body (examples of relevant registration bodies are government, tax, corporation, charity, educational authority):



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.7

		What is the legal status of the organisation? (for example: public university, private university, charity, private company, non-profit making company, government research organisation, independent research organisation) Please include the date of foundation. Note: We may be required to ask for evidence of this at a later stage.



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.8

		Is your organisation affiliated to any other organisation? (i.e. is the organisation legally part of a larger organisation or a group of larger organisations).



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.9

		Name(s) of investigators in the organisation who will be responsible for the collaborative research and innovation 



		



(this box should expand as you type)









		About New Partners



		A3.10

		Why does a partner want to work with you?



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.11

		What are they expecting in return for their financial support or involvement?



		



(this box should expand as you type)





		A3.12

		Is the organisation associated with a country which may be viewed as hostile to the UK or one which has different democratic and ethical values from our own? If you have ticked YES, please briefly describe below how you will maintain the UK’s democratic and ethical values within the research.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☐



		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.13

		Has due diligence into the partner identified any involvement in research on behalf of the military or police with links to a hostile state? If you have ticked YES, please summarise below how you will prevent information from this research from being released to these organisations.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☐



		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.14

		Set within the context of any information gained from due diligence, could your research be misused or have unintended applications which would be negative? If you have ticked YES, please summarise below how this might occur.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☐



		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.15

		Are there any legal, regulatory or university policy constraints on undertaking your research with this partner? If you have ticked YES, please summarise these below.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☐



		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.16

		Having considered the answers to questions A3.10-A3.15, are there potential reputational or ethical risks to you or the university? If you have ticked YES, please summarise these risks below.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☐



		





(this box should expand as you type)









		About Research Relationships

		YES

		NO



		A3.17

		Are the terms of any proposed Memorandum of Understanding (MoU) in keeping with the expectations of your department and university?

		☐

		☐



		A3.18

		Are you providing existing intellectual property (IP), research data, confidential or personally identifiable data to the project? If so, how is this going to be protected?

		☐

		☐





		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.19

		Who will own any IP that is generated?



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.20

		What plans do you have in place for protecting the resulting IP?



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.21

		What contractual requirements are you able to put in place to protect the interests of your academic institutions?



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.22

		What access will the research partner have to your IT network? If they do have access, what broader visibility might this provide?



		



(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.23

		Is there any physical separation or protection required between research in similar fields?



		



(this box should expand as you type)









		About Existing Partners



		A3.24

		Would proceeding with the research raise potential conflicts of interest with existing research partners? If you have ticked YES, please explain these conflicts below.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.25

		Have you spoken with your existing partners about any potential conflict of interest? If you have ticked YES, please briefly summarise their response(s) below.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.26

		Does any non-disclosure agreement for this project include an expectation that you will need to provide visibility to existing partners? If you have ticked YES, please explain below how this will be managed.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		





(this box should expand as you type)



		A3.27

		Will this research breach any existing contractual agreements that you, your department or university already have? If you have ticked YES, please explain below how this will be managed.

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒





		





(this box should expand as you type)







		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form










[bookmark: APP_4]APPENDIX 4: Research with Vulnerable People



		Will the research involve data processing involving the following data subjects:

		YES

		NO



		A4.1

		Children under 16

		☐

		☒



		A4.2

		Adults with learning disabilities

		☐

		☒



		A4.3

		Adults with other forms of mental incapacity or mental illness

		☐

		☒



		A4.4

		Adults in emergency situations

		☐

		☒



		A4.5

		Prisoners or young offenders

		☐

		☒



		A4.6

		Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator, e.g. members of staff, students

		☐

		☒



		A4.7

		People who have not given their explicit consent to participate in the project

		☐

		☒



		A4.8

		People engaged in illegal activities

		☐

		☒



		A4.9

		Any other people who can be considered vulnerable in the context of this project

		☐

		☒



		Please justify the inclusion of the above people (if applicable), explaining why the research cannot be conducted on non-vulnerable people.



		A4.10

		

This study uses secondary literature and industry data. No human participants are involved, so there is no need to include vulnerable groups. All sources are publicly available and previously ethically approved by their original publishers.





(this box should expand as you type)



		Please give details of extra steps taken to assure the protection of vulnerable people participating in the research.  You should describe any arrangements to be made for obtaining consent from a legal representative.



		A4.11

		



Not applicable – no direct or indirect contact with individuals. The research poses no risk of harm, coercion, or privacy breach.



(this box should expand as you type)



		It is the researcher’s responsibility to check whether a DBS check (or equivalent) is required and to obtain one if it is needed. Please confirm:



		A4.12

		DBS Check required? 

		YES

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		A4.13

		DBS certificate obtained? 

		YES

		NO

		N/A



		

		

		☐

		☐

		☒







		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form










[bookmark: APP_5]APPENDIX 5: Research Involving Animals

		The use of animals in research is tightly governed and monitored by law and by the Home Office, specifically under the Animals (Scientific Procedures) Act 1986 and its accompanying codes of practice and processes. The Act regulates procedures that are carried out on protected animals for scientific or educational purposes that may cause pain, suffering, distress or lasting harm. Under the Act, a protected animal is ‘any living vertebrate, other than man, and any living cephalopod’. The University does not hold a Home Office issued Establishment Licence and therefore researchers must ensure that any proposed work involving animals is either exempt from the Act or falls outside of its scope. Exempted research, for example involving routine veterinary practice or clinical veterinary research, may still require external ethical approval from the Royal Society of Veterinary Surgeons. When undertaking collaborative research involving animals, the UWTSD Research Ethics Committee must be assured that the partner institution(s) conform to the appropriate regulatory framework or legislation, and have approval from their local Research Ethics Committee. Any such work must follow the guidance of the National Centre for the Replacement, Reduction and Refinement of Animals in Research, known as the 3Rs.  In all cases, advise must be sought from INSPIRE for any proposed research involving animals, either at UWTSD, or by research collaborators in partnership with UWTSD. This should be at the very early stages of research design, so that an appropriate due diligence exercise can be undertaken.



		Will the research involve any work with any of the following animals (including observation in their natural habitat)

		YES

		NO



		[bookmark: _Hlk156319509]A5.1

		Any living vertebrates, other than humans?

		☐

		☒



		A5.2

		Any living cephalopods?

		☐

		☒



		A5.3

		[bookmark: _Hlk156462984]Has INSPIRE undertaken an initial due diligence exercise?

		☐

		☒



		A5.4

		[bookmark: _Hlk156464303]Due diligence assessment appended to this application?

		☐

		☒



		Please provide a summary of the due diligence exercise, noting arrangements for compliance with the necessary regulatory frameworks and legislation. Please append the full due diligence assessment from INSPIRE. 



		[bookmark: _Hlk156464347]A5.5

		



(this box should expand as you type)







		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form










[bookmark: APP_6]APPENDIX 6: Research with Staff or Offenders in Prison Establishments and Probation Services 



		Research with staff and/or offenders in prison establishments, the Probation Service or within His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Services requires additional approvals.



		Will the research involve any of the following?

		YES

		NO



		A6.1

		Staff in prison establishments: The project does not involve any staff or activities within prison environments.

		☐

		☒



		A6.2

		Offenders in prison establishments: No participants from the prison system are involved.

		☐

		☒



		A6.3

		The Probation Service: No contact or collaboration with the Probation Service.

		☐

		☒



		A6.4

		His Majesty’s Prison and Probation Services: The study is unrelated to HMPPS.

		☐

		☒



		All researchers wanting to conduct research with staff and/or offenders in prison establishments, the Probation Service regions or within HM Prison and Probation Service (HMPPS) Headquarters are required to formally apply for research approval to the HMPPS National Research Committee (NRC). Before doing so, INSPIRE must undertake an initial due diligence exercise. If you have not contacted INSPIRE, please do so immediately. If YES to any of the above, please confirm:



		A6.5

		[bookmark: _Hlk156464314]Has INSPIRE undertaken an initial due diligence exercise?

Not required because the study does not involve HMPPS-related research.

		☐

		☒



		A6.6

		Have you applied to the HMPPS National Research Committee (NRC)?

Not required.

		☐

		☒



		A6.7

		Has HMPPS National Research Committee approval been granted? If yes, please append to this application. 

Not required.

		☐

		☒



		A6.8

		Due diligence assessment appended to this application?

No due diligence assessment necessary.

		☐

		☒



		Please provide a summary of the due diligence exercise, noting arrangements for compliance with the necessary regulatory frameworks and legislation. Please append the full due diligence assessment from INSPIRE. 



		A6.9

		









(this box should expand as you type)







		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form










[bookmark: APP_7]APPENDIX 7:  Health and Social Care Research 

		All health and social care research must have a sponsor as defined by the Health Research Authority UK Policy Framework for Health & Social Care.  The University will under no circumstances act as the sponsor of health and social care research (i.e. that which requires approval by a NHS Research Ethics Committee). In all cases, therefore, an appropriate collaborating partner must lead the research.  Any health and social care research therefore requires an initial due diligence exercise, which will be undertaken by INSPIRE. The purpose of the due diligence exercise is to ensure that the University has the capability to undertake the research, either independently or in collaboration with research partners. This will include advice on suitable collaborative arrangements and the appropriate involvement of UWTSD researchers in the proposed research study.  This is likely to apply to the following areas:



		Will the data processing involve:

		YES

		NO



		A7.1

		Participants who have been recruited on the basis of medical and health conditions, life stage or other physical or mental attribute.



		☐

		☒



		A7.2

		Participants who will engage in physical exercise, activity or exertion of any kind, or who use exercise equipment, assistive devices or other apparatus for the purposes of the research study. This includes interventions that are minimally invasive.

		☐

		☒



		A7.3

		Patients and users of the NHS (including NHS patients treated in the private sector).

		☐

		☒



		A7.4

		Individuals identified as potential participants because of their status as relatives or carers of patients and users of the NHS.

		☐

		☐



		A7.5

		Patients who are cared for in private and voluntary sector nursing homes.

		☐

		☒



		A7.6

		Confidential patient information.

		☐

		☒



		A7.7

		Clinical trial of a medicinal product or medical device.

		☐

		☒



		A7.8

		Access to organs or other bodily material of past and present NHS patients, or any material consisting of or containing human cells.

		☐

		☒



		A7.9

		Use of human tissue (including non-NHS sources) where the collection is not covered by a Human Tissue Authority licence.

		☐

		☒



		A7.10

		Foetal material and IVF involving NHS patients.

		☐

		☒



		A7.11

		The recently deceased under NHS care.

		☐

		☒



		A7.12

		NHS staff or premises.

		☐

		☒



		A7.13

		Practising midwives conducting a clinical trial.

		☐

		☒



		A7.14

		Investigational medicinal product.

		☐

		☒



		A7.15

		Medical devices that are not CE-marked or CE-marked medical devices that have been modified or are being used for a new purpose.

		☐

		☒



		A7.16

		Exposure to ionising radiation.

		☐

		☒



		A7.17

		Other health and social care related research.

		☐



		☒





		Please specify

 







(this box should expand as you type)

		

		



		Researchers proposing to work on projects involving health and social care research must check whether their study meets the HRA definition of research and whether it should undergo ethics review by a NHS Research Ethics Committee. If you have answered YES to any of questions A7.1-A7.17 then this is likely to be the case and sponsorship by a third party will be required. This can be checked via the Health Research Authority’s Decision Tool : https://www.hra-decisiontools.org.uk/research/  



		A7.18

		Does the research meet the HRA definition of research?

It does not qualify as “health or social-care research” under the HRA framework.



		YES 

		NO

		N/A



		

		

		☐

		☒

		☐



		A7.19

		Is the Research being sponsored by a collaborating partner?

There is no sponsor; it is an independent university-supervised study.

		YES 

		NO

		N/A



		

		

		☐

		☐

		☒



		A7.20

		Has NHS ethics approval been granted?



		YES 

		NO

		N/A



		

		

		☐

		☐

		☒



		A7.21

		Has INSPIRE undertaken an initial due diligence exercise?

		YES 

		NO



		

		

		☐

		☒



		Please provide a summary of the due diligence exercise, noting arrangements for compliance with the necessary regulatory frameworks and legislation. Please append the full due diligence assessment from INSPIRE. If you have not contacted INSPIRE, please do immediately. 



		A7.22

		





Not applicable.
The research does not involve human participants, health data, or healthcare settings, and therefore does not require due diligence under the Health Research Authority (HRA) or NHS frameworks.
It is a desk-based business study conducted within the University of Wales Trinity Saint David, using secondary, publicly available literature and data.
No collaboration with NHS, private health institutions, or clinical bodies is involved.



(this box should expand as you type)







		A7.23

		Have you been granted NHS ethical approval?

		YES

		Click to continue to Section R

		NO

		Return to the main form












[bookmark: APP_8]APPENDIX 8: Export Control for Research with Potential Military End Uses

		Export controls apply to the physical, electronic or oral transmission outside the UK of applied research, sensitive technology, software and equipment that could potentially be misused, either directly or indirectly, for military purposes. These legal controls are a serious obligation and UWTSD researchers must actively manage the risks of these being misused to fuel conflict, threaten national security, support terrorism and crime, violate human rights or proliferate Weapons of Mass Destruction.  UWTSD’s Export Control Policy provides a clear six step process to determine if your research is covered by export controls. Please complete the following screening to judge if you need to compete a full export control assessment. If you are in any doubt, then please contact INSPIRE. Any research in UWTSD involving the following high-risk areas must be screened.

Will the research involve:



		Defence

		YES

		NO



		A8.1

		Military equipment and munitions

		☐

		☒



		A8.2

		Defence equipment, including satellites

		☐

		☒



		A8.3

		Technical data, including some border and port information

		☐

		☒



		A8.4

		Dual use research

		☐

		☒



		Materials and Technologies

		YES

		NO



		A8.5

		Nuclear materials, facilities and equipment

		☐

		☒



		A8.6

		Chemicals, microorganisms and toxins

		☐

		☒



		A8.7

		Electronics design, development and production

		☐

		☒



		 A8.8

		Computers

		☐

		☒



		A8.9

		Telecommunications

		☐

		☒



		A8.10

		Sensors and lasers

		☐

		☒



		A8.11

		Navigation and avionics

		☐

		☒



		A8.12

		Marine technology

		☐

		☒



		A8.13

		Composite materials

		☐

		☒



		A8.14

		Aerospace and propulsion

		☐

		☒



		Sensitive Information

		YES

		NO



		A8.15

		Cryptology

		☐

		☒



		A8.16

		Counterterrorism

		☐

		☒



		A8.17

		Counternarcotics

		☐

		☒



		A8.18

		Cyber-related

		☐

		☒



		A8.19

		Non-proliferation

		☐

		☒



		A8.20

		Transnational criminal organisations

		☐

		☒










		Genetic Resources

		YES

		NO



		A8.21

		Genetic material of actual or potential value

		☐

		☒



		A8.22

		Organisms, or parts thereof

		☐

		☒



		A8.23

		Populations (or organisms)

		☐

		☒



		A8.24

		Other biotic components of ecosystems

		☐

		☒



		A8.25

		Domesticated or cultivated species in which the evolutionary process has been influenced by humans

		☐

		☒







		Will you be exporting military or dual-use technology, now or possibly in the future? This information may take many forms, including:

		YES

		NO



		A8.26

		Physical transfer of goods, technologies, material or equipment

		☐

		☒



		A8.27

		Blueprints

		☐

		☒



		A8.28

		Plans

		☐

		☒



		A8.29

		Diagrams

		☐

		☒



		A8.30

		Models

		☐

		☒



		A8.31

		Formulae

		☐

		☒



		A8.32

		Tables

		☐

		☒



		A8.33

		Engineering designs and specifications

		☐

		☒



		A8.34

		Manuals and instructions

		☐

		☒



		A8.35

		Software

		☐

		☒



		A8.36

		Know-how

		☐

		☒







		Will your project transfer technology using any of the following physical methods?

		YES

		NO



		A8.37

		USB flash drives

		☐

		☒



		A8.38

		Portable hard drives

		☐

		☒



		A8.39

		Laptops

		☐

		☒



		A8.40

		Tablets

		☐

		☒



		A8.41

		Intangible forms by using electronic media, such as email, phone storage and cloud file sharing

		☐

		☒



		A8.42

		Physical exports

		☐

		☒







		Will your project involve any of the following?

		YES

		NO



		A8.43

		Oral transfer by phone or videoconferencing or presentations

		☐

		☒



		A8.44

		Travelling overseas for any purpose, while unintendingly carrying any of the above.

		☐

		☒



		A8.45

		Will you be hosting foreign visitors?

		☐

		☒










		If you answer YES to any of questions A8,1-A8.45 then you should complete a full export control assessment and append that to this application. Before doing this please contact INSPIRE who will advise further.

		YES

		NO



		A8.46

		Full export control assessment required?

		☐



		☒





		A8.47

		Full export control assessment completed?

		☐



		☒





		A8.48

		Full export control assessment appended?

		☐



		☒









		

		

		

		

		





		Return to the main form
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APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL



 



–



 



INTRODUCTORY NOTE



S



 



 



In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. 



A researcher may not be 



covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been 



obtained prior to commencement.



 



 



The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of 



research activity



: 



 



“



[C]



reative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of 



knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of 



knowledge to devise new applications”. 



 



As such this covers activities undertaken by



:



 



·



 



M



embers of staff (academic staff or support staff)



;



 



·



 



I



ndividuals holding honorary title from the University



;



 



·



 



P



ostgraduate 



research students;



 



In all of these cases ethical review is required r



egardless of discipline.



 



 



The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the 



lead



 



researcher



.



 



 



Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing 



within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic



 



criticism. 



 



 



For most projects you will only need to complete sections in the main part of the form. A few projects will 



need more detailed ethical consideration and will need



 



you to fill in sections in an appendix. At some points 



in this form you will be



 



asked questions about your research in the following way:



 



 



1



 



Does your research involve <<something 



specific>>?



 



YES



 



Click to 



continue to 



appendix <<N>>



 



NO



 



?



 



2



 



Have you completed appendix <<N>>?



 



 



YES



 



?



 



NO



 



?



 



 



Clicking in the appropriate box will take you to the appropriate location in the text. At the end of each 



appendix is 



a box. Clicking on this will return you to the question that originally took you to the appendix.



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



 



Return to the 



main form



 



 



N



B



 



These clickable links will only work if you are editing the document in the desktop version of Word, not 



the browser version. Please download and save the form before editing it.



 



 



Guidance notes are provided as comments or as text 



IN GREEN



 



throughout this



 



form. Please ensure that 



the comments are removed and that the green text is replaced by your own text or removed as appropriate 



BEFORE submitting this form.



 



 



Please ensure that you have read the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy and the UWTSD 



Research Data Management Policy BEFORE submitting this form.



 



 



 



 



 






PG2 FORM       1     APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL   –   INTRODUCTORY NOTE S     In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically.  A researcher may not be  covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been  obtained prior to commencement.     The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of  research activity :    “ [C] reative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of  knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of  knowledge to devise new applications”.    As such this covers activities undertaken by :      M embers of staff (academic staff or support staff) ;      I ndividuals holding honorary title from the University ;      P ostgraduate  research students;   In all of these cases ethical review is required r egardless of discipline.     The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the  lead   researcher .     Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing  within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic   criticism.      For most projects you will only need to complete sections in the main part of the form. A few projects will  need more detailed ethical consideration and will need   you to fill in sections in an appendix. At some points  in this form you will be   asked questions about your research in the following way:    


1  Does your research involve <<something  specific>>?  YES  Click to  continue to  appendix <<N>>  NO  ?  


2  Have you completed appendix <<N>>?    YES  ?  NO  ?  


  Clicking in the appropriate box will take you to the appropriate location in the text. At the end of each  appendix is  a box. Clicking on this will return you to the question that originally took you to the appendix.    


         Return to the  main form  


  N B   These clickable links will only work if you are editing the document in the desktop version of Word, not  the browser version. Please download and save the form before editing it.     Guidance notes are provided as comments or as text  IN GREEN   throughout this   form. Please ensure that  the comments are removed and that the green text is replaced by your own text or removed as appropriate  BEFORE submitting this form.     Please ensure that you have read the UWTSD Research Ethics and Integrity Policy and the UWTSD  Research Data Management Policy BEFORE submitting this form.          
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