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                  Executive Summary 
This report evaluates the stakeholder engagement strategies required for the successful implementation of connect plus, proposed AI-Powered customer loyalty and engagement platform for Next PLC. The platform is designed to improve customer experience through personalised product recommendations, mobile –based rewards, and data-driven customer insights. Its primary objective is to increase customer loyalty, support informed decision-marking, and strengthen Next PLC’s competitive position across the UK and international markets. 	
The report identifies and analyses the key internal and external stakeholders involved in the project by applying recognised Stakeholders management frameworks, including Mendelow's Power-interest Matrix and the Salience Model (Mitchell, Agle and wood, 1997) it also examines stakeholder role, responsibilities, benefits, and challenges, highlighting their contribution to successful planning, development, and implementation of connect plus.  Furthermore, the report critically evaluates stakeholder engagement strategies using Freeman’s stakeholder Theory (1984), the 4Cs Model, the RACI Matrix, communication planning, and conflict management approaches. The report concluded that sustainable stakeholder engagement is essential for building trust, improving collaboration, reducing project risks, and ensuring the successful implementation of connect plus. By maintaining effective stakeholder relationships and adopting ethical practices, Next PLC can enhance customer satisfaction, strengthen organisational performance, and achieve long-term competitive advantage.  
                                           Introduction 
Next PLC is one of the United Kingdom’s leading fashion and retail organisations, operating through an integrated omnichannel business model that combines physical retail stores with a well-established strong e-commerce platform. Founded in 1982 and headquartered in Leicester, England the company offers a wide range of clothing, footwear, accessories, homeware, and beauty products across the UK and more than 70 international retail markets. By combining its own product ranges with third –party brands through the Next Label platform, the company has strengthened its market position and continued to expand its global customer base (Next PLC.2025). 
The retail sector has experienced significant digital transformation due to changing consumer expectations, technological innovation, and increasing competition from online retailers. Technologies such as artificial intelligence (AI), big data analytics and mobile commerce have enabled organisations to personalise experiences, improve operational efficiency, and support more informed business decisions. 
According to Kotler and Keller (2022), organisations that successfully adopt digital technologies are better positioned to build customer loyalty and achieve sustainable competitive advantage. 
To support its long-term digital strategy, Next PLC plans to introduce connect plus, and AI-powered customer loyalty and engagement platform. The platform will provide personalised product recommendations, mobile-based rewards, and data-driven customer insights to improve customer satisfaction, strengthen customer retention, and support strategic decision-making. However, the successful implementation of connect plus depends on effective stakeholder engagement throughout the project lifecycle. Freeman (1984) argues that organisations create greater value by balancing the interests of all stakeholders rather than focusing solely on shareholders involved in connect plus project, evaluates suitable stakeholder engagement strategies, and examines how effective stakeholder management can contribute to successful project delivery and the long- term growth of Next PLC. 

                               SMART Objectives
The successful implementation of connect plus requires clear and measurable project objectives to ensure that the platform meets both organisational and customer needs. The SMART framework (Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and time-bound) provides a structured approach for setting objectives that can be monitored and evaluated throughout the project lifecycle (Doran,1981). Table 1 outlines the SMART objectives for the connect plus project at Next PLC. 

Table of SMART Objectives for the connect plus project: - 
 
	    S
	Specific
	Launch connects plus to improve customer engagement through AI-Powered personalised recommendations and mobile rewards. 

	      M
	Measurable
	Increase customer loyalty membership by 20% and improve customer retention by 15% within one year of launch.

	   A
	Achievable
	Use Next PLC’ existing technology, skilled employees, and project resources to implement the platform successfully.

	       R
	Relevant
	Support Next PLC’s digital transformation strategy and improve customer satisfaction and business performance. 

	       T
	Time- bound
	Develop, test and launch connect plus within six months across selected UK and international markets. 



The SMART objectives provide a clear framework for planning and evaluating the connect plus project. They ensure that the project remains focused on Next PLC’s strategic goals while enabling progress to be measured throughout the implementation process. 

3), Identification and Categorisation of key stakeholders
3.1, Stakeholders Identification 
Stakeholder identification is an essential part of project management because it helps organisations recognise individuals and groups that can influence or be affected by a project. Freeman (1984) defines stakeholders as individuals or groups who can affect or are affected by the achievement of an organisation’s objectives. Identifying stakeholders at beginning of a project enables the project manager to understand their interests, expectations and level of influence allowing appropriate engagement strategies to be developed. Effective stakeholder identification also reduces project risk, improves communication and increases the likelihood of successful project delivery (project management Institute (PMI),2021).
For the connect plus project at Next PLC, stakeholders are categorised into internal and external groups. Internal stakeholders are directly involved in planning, developing and implementing the platform, while external stakeholders influence the project’s success through investment, technology, customer adoption, regulation and business partnership.
                                 Internal & External stakeholder Table
	  Internal Stakeholders
	    External stakeholders

	Board of Directors
	Customers

	 Project manager
	Suppliers

	IT and software Development Team
	Technology partners

	Marketing Department
	Investors and Shareholders

	Customer service Team
	Regulators

	Data Analytics Team
	Retail partners

	Finance Department
	Local Communities

	HR Department
	Payment service providers




Table 2 identifies the key internal and external stakeholders involved in the connect plus project at Next PLC. The internal stakeholders have direct responsibility for the planning, development and implementation of the platform. Their expertise and decision-making ensure that the project is delivered within the agreed scope, budget and timeframe. In comparison external stakeholders contribute through customer adoption, technology support financial investment and regulatory oversight. Customers are particularly important because the success of connect plus depends on their acceptance and continued use of the platform. By recognising the different roles and levels of influence of each stakeholder group, Next PLC can prioritise engagement activities, improve collaboration and reduce potential risks throughout the project lifecycle (Freeman,1984; project management institute (PMI),2021).  
3.2) power-interest matrix
Mendelow’s Power-Interest Matrix (1991) is a widely used stakeholder management framework that categorises stakeholders according to their level of power and interest. In a project. The model helps project managers identify which stakeholders require the greatest attention and determine appropriate engagement strategies. Stakeholders with high power and high interest should be managed closely because they can significantly influence project outcomes. Those with high power but low interest should be kept satisfied, while stakeholders with high interest but low power should be kept informed. Stakeholders with both low power and low interest require minimal effort but should be monitored throughout the project to identify any changes in their influence or interest. 
	
	Low Interest 
	 High Interest

	     
High Power
	Investors, Strategic
Technology partners
	Board of Directors,
Executive Leadership Team, Regulators,

	
Low power
	Media, General public
	Customers, Employees, suppliers



The power-interest Matrix highlights that different stakeholder group require different levels of engagement during the connect plus project. The Board of Directors, Executive Leadership Team and Government Regulators are placed in the high power-high interest category because they influence strategic decision, allocate resources, and ensure legal compliance. Investors and technology partners have high power but lower interest, so they should receive regular update to maintain their support. Customers, employees, and suppliers have high interest but less influence and should be kept informed through effective communication and feedback. By prioritising stakeholders according to their power and interest, Next PLC can improve collaboration, reduce project risks, and support the successful implementation of connect plus. 
3.3) Salience Model
The salience Model, developed by Mitchell, Agle and wood (1997), classifies stakeholders according to three key attributes Power, Legitimacy, and Urgency. Power refers to a stakeholder’s ability to the influence project decision; legitimacy reflects the validity of their involvement and urgency considers how quickly their needs or concerns require the highest level of engagement during the implementation of connect Plus.  

	Stakeholder category
	 Connect plus stakeholders
	Explanation

	Definitive stakeholders
	Board of Directors, project Manager, Government Regulators 
	Possess power, legitimacy, and urgency, require the highest level of engagement

	Dominant stakeholders
	Senior Management, investors and shareholders
	Have power and legitimacy but lower urgency, should be kept satisfied.

	Dependent Stakeholders
	Customers, Employees
	Have legitimate and urgent interests but rely on management to address their needs.

	Latent stakeholders
	Media, Local communities
	Have limited influence but should be monitored throughout the project. 


The salience Model highlights that different stakeholders require different levels of attention based on their influence and importance to the connect plus project. Definitive stakeholders, including the Board of Directors, project Manager and government regulators should receive the highest priority because they have the authority to make strategic decisions and ensure legal compliance. Dominant stakeholders, such as senior management and investors play an important role in providing financial support and organisational direction. Dependent stakeholders, including customers and employees, have a strong interest in the salience Model enables Next PLC to prioritise stakeholders' engagement and allocate resources more effectively throughout the project lifecycle (Mitchell, Agle and Wood, 1997). 

3.4) Stakeholder Table summary

	Stakeholder Group
	   Interest
	    Power
	Influence on the project

	Board of Directors
	    High
	  High
	Strategic decision-making and project approval

	Customers
	   High
	Medium
	Platform adoption and customer feedback

	IT Team
	   High
	   High
	Platform development and technical support

	Regulators
	Medium
	   High
	Legal and regulatory compliance

	Investors
	    High
	   High
	Financial support and project oversight 

	Marketing Team
	    High
	Medium
	Customer awareness and engagement 


The stakeholder summary demonstrates that the connect plus project involves stakeholders with different levels of power, interest and influence. while the board of directors, IT team, and investors play a significant role in strategic decision- making and project delivery, customers remain essential because their adoption of the platform will determine its overall success. The summary also shows that government regulators are important for ensuring compliance with data protection legislation. Understanding these differences enables Next PLC to develop targeted engagement strategies that support effective communication and successful project implementation. 

3.5) Importance of stakeholder categorisation
Stakeholder categorisation is essential because it enable Next PLC to identify which stakeholders require the greatest level of attention throughout the connect plus project. By understanding stakeholder power, interest and influence the project manager can prioritise communication, allocate resources more effectively and reduce the risk of conflict or resistance to change. Effective stakeholder categorisation also strengthens collaboration, builds trust and supports informed decision-making. In digital transformation projects such as connect plus, successful stakeholders' management is particularly important because customer acceptance, employee engagement and regulatory compliance all contribute to the successful implementation and long-term sustainability of platform (Freeman,1984; PMI,2021).

4. Roles and Responsibilities of key stakeholders
  4.1) introduction
Following the identification and categorisation of stakeholders, it is important to understand the specific roles and responsibilities they perform through the connect plus project.  Each stakeholder contributes differently to the planning, development, implementation, and long-term success of the platform. Their knowledge, resources and decision-making support the achievement of project objectives, while ineffective participation may create delays or increase project risks. Clearly defining stakeholder responsibilities also improves accountability, strengthens collaboration, and enables the project Manager to allocate tasks effectively. This section examines the roles of the key stakeholders, together with the benefits they bring to the project and the challenges they may encounter during the implementation of connect plus at Next PLC. 




4.2) Roles and Responsibilities Table 
	stakeholder
	Roles and Responsibilities
	Benefits to the project
	Potential challenges

	Board of Directors
	Approve project strategy, budget and major decision.
	Provide strategic leadership and financial support.
	Changing business priorities may delay decisions. 

	Project Manager
	Plans, coordinates and monitors all project activities.
	Ensure successful project delivery within scope, budget and schedule. 
	Managing stakeholder expectations and resolving conflicts.

	IT & software Development Team
	Develops, tests and maintains the connect plus platform. 
	Provides technical expertise and system reliability.
	Cybersecurity risks and technical integration issues. 

	Marketing Department
	Promotes connect plus and encourages customer adoption.
	Increases customer awareness and platform usage. 
	Difficulty attracting customers in competitive markets. 

	Customers
	Use the platform and provide feedback.
	Improve service quality through feedback and Continued engagement. 
	Concerns over data privacy and AI-based personalisation.

	Government Regulators
	Ensure compliance with data protection and consumer laws. 
	Protect customer rights and maintain legal compliance. 
	Regulatory changes may require system updates and additional costs. 



The roles and responsibilities presented in table 5 demonstrate that the successful implementation of connect plus depends on effective collaboration between internal and external stakeholders. The Board of Directors provides strategic directors by approving project objectives, allocating resources, while the project manager oversees project delivery, manages risks, and coordinates stakeholder communication. The IT and software Development Team is responsible for developing a secure and reliable AI-powered platform, whereas the Marketing Department promotes customer adoption and brand awareness. Among external stakeholders, customers contribute valuable feedback that supports continuous improvement, while government regulators ensure compliance with UK GDPR and data protection requirements. Clearly defined stakeholder responsibilities improve accountability, reduce implementation risks, and encourage effective collaboration. As a result, Next PLC is better positioned to achieve a successful connect plus launch and deliver long-term value to both the organisation and its stakeholders. 
 
5), Stakeholders Engagement Strategy and conflict management
5.1) Introduction
Effective stakeholder engagements essential for the successful implementation of connect plus because it promotes collaboration, builds trust, and encourages stakeholder commitment throughout the project lifecycle. According to the project management institute (2021), stakeholder engagement involves identifying stakeholder need, maintaining effective communication, and managing expectations to achieve project objectives. As connect plus will be introduced across both UK and international markets, Next PLC must adopt a structured engagement strategy that considers the engagement process should focus on clear communication, active consultation, collaboration decision-making, and continuous monitoring to minimise resistance to change and support the successful adoption of the platform. 
5.2) Stakeholders Engagement using the 4Cs Model
The 4CsModel provides a structured approach to stakeholder engagement by focusing on Communication, Consultation, Collaboration and Commitment. Applying this model enables Next PLC to build strong stakeholder relationships and support the successful implementation of connect plus across local and international markets.
Communication is the foundation of effective stakeholder engagement. The project manager should establish clear and consistent communication channels to ensure stakeholders receive accurate information about objectives, progress, risks, and expected outcomes. Regular project meetings, email updates, digital dashboards, and per performance reports can improve transparency and reduce uncertainty among stakeholders. 

Consultation involves seeking stakeholder opinions before making important project decisions. Next PLC should actively collect feedback from customers, employees, technology partners, and suppliers through surveys, workshops, focus group, and pilot testing. This approach enables the organisation to identify stakeholder concerns at an early stage and make improvements before the full implementation of connect plus. 
Collaboration encourages stakeholders to work together to achieve shared project objectives. Cross-functional teamwork between the IT marketing, Customer service, Finance, and Data Analytics department will improve problem- solving and decision-making. Collaboration with technology partners and suppliers is also important to ensure that the platform is technically reliable, secure, and capable of meeting Customer expectations across different Markets. 
Commitment focuses on maintaining stakeholder support throughout the project lifecycle. The project Manager Should recognise stakeholder contributions, provide regular progress updates, address concerns promptly, and involve key stakeholders in major decision. Building long-term trust and maintaining strong relationships will encourage stakeholder commitment and reduce resistance to organisational change. By applying the 4Cs Model, Next PLC can improve communication, strengthen stakeholder relationships, and increase the likelihood of a successful connect plus launch (Bourne,2016; PML,2021). 
Diagram of 4Cs model
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communication
collaboration
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Application of the 4Cs Model in connect plus
	     4Cs Element
	           Application in connect plus

	 Communication
	Project meetings, emails, dashboards, progress reports 

	  consultation
	Customer surveys, workshops, pilot testing, employee feedback

	 collaboration
	Cross-Functional teamwork and partnerships with technology providers

	commitment
	Regular updates, stakeholder recognition, involvement in key decision.



5.3) RACI Matrix
In addition to the 4Cs Model, the RACI Matrix is an effective project management tool that clarifies stakeholder roles and responsibilities throughout the connect plus project. RACI stands for Responsible, Accountable, consulted, and informed, and it helps ensure that every project activity has clearly defined ownership. By assigning responsibilities to the appropriate stakeholders the project manager can reduce confusion, improve accountability and strengthen communication across different departments. The use of a RACI matrix is particularly valuable for a large-scale digital transformation project such as connect plus because it supports collaboration, improves decision-making, and minimises the risk of duplicated tasks or unclear responsibilities (PMI,2021). 



RACI Matrix for the Connect plus Project
	Project Activities
	Project Manager
	Board of Directors
	  IT TEAM
	Marketing
	Customers

	Project Planning
	        A
	       C
	        I
	         I
	      I

	System Development
	       C
	         I
	        R
	          I
	       I

	Platform Team
	        A
	         I
	        R
	         C
	      C

	Marketing Campaign
	       C
	         I
	       I
	       R
	        I

	Platform Launch
	        A
	        C
	       R
	        R
	        I

	Customer Feedback
	       C
	         I
	        I
	         R
	         R


key
	              R
	                     Responsible

	              A
	                    Accountable

	              C
	                    Consulted

	                I
	                     Informed



The RACI Matrix demonstrates how responsibilities are distributed among key stakeholders during the connect plus project. The project Manager is accountable for coordinating major project activities and ensuring that objectives are achieved within the agreed scope, budget, and timeline. The IT Team is responsible for developing and testing the platform, while the Marketing Department lead promotional activities to encourage customer adoption. The board of Directors is consulted on strategic decisions and kept informed of project progress, enabling effective governance without becoming involved in day-to-day operations. Customers are primarily responsible for providing feedback after implementation, allowing Next PLC to evaluate user satisfaction and identify opportunities for continuous improvement. Clearly allocating responsibilities through the RACI matrix improves accountability, strengthens collaboration and reduces the likelihood of misunderstandings or duplicated work during project implementation. 	`
5.4) Communication Plan
An effective communication plan is essential for ensuring that stakeholders receive accurate, timely, and relevant information throughout the connect plus project. Effective communication reduces misunderstanding, promotes transparency, and supports informed decision-making among internal and external stakeholders. According to project management institute (2021), Communication should be planned according to stakeholder’s information needs, level of influence, and preferred communication methods. As project manager, establishing a structured communication plan will help maintain stakeholder engagement, encourage collaboration and ensure that project objectives, progress, risks and key decision are communicated consistently across Next PLC’s UK and international operations. 
Communication Plan for the connect project
	stakeholder
	Information Required
	Communication Method
	Frequency
	Responsible person

	Board of Directors
	Project progress, budget, risks
	Executive meeting and reports
	Monthly
	Project manager

	Project Team
	Tasks, milestones, technical update
	Team meeting and collaboration software
	weekly
	Project manager

	Marketing Department
	Launch schedule, campaign update
	Meeting and email
	Fortnightly
	Marketing Team

	Customers
	Platform features, rewards updates
	Mobile app, email, website, social media
	During launch and monthly
	Marketing Team

	Technology
	Technical requirements and system integration
	Virtual Meetings and technical reports
	Bi-weekly
	IT Manager

	Government Regulators
	Compliance and data protection reports
	Formal reports and official correspondence
	As required
	Compliance Manager


The communication plan demonstrates that different stakeholder groups require different types of information, communication channels, and reporting frequencies. Senior stakeholders, such as the board of the directors, require strategic updates that support decision-making, whereas project team members need regular operational information to coordinate daily activities. Customers should receive clear and timely information through digital channels to encourage engagement with the connect plus platform and promote customer confidence. Similarly, technology partners require continuous technical communication to ensure successful system integration, while government regulators must receive accurate compliance information to meet legal and regulatory requirements. By tailoring communications methods to stakeholder needs, Next PLC can improve transparency, strengthen stakeholder relationships and minimise misunderstandings throughout the project lifecycle. A well-structured communication plan also supports collaboration, encourages stakeholder participation and contributes to the successful implementation of connect plus across local and international markets. 


Board of Director
IT TEAM 

Marketing
Regulators
project mangeger
customers

Conflict is a common challenge in projects involving multiple stakeholders with different objectives, Priorities, and expectations. During the implementation of connect plus, disagreements may arise over project deadlines, budget allocation, technical requirements, data privacy, or strategic decisions. If conflicts are not managed effectively, they can reduce stakeholder commitment, delay project activities, and negatively affect project outcomes. Therefore, the project Manager should adopt a structured approach to conflict management. The Thomas-Kilmann conflict mode instrument (TKI) (Thomas and kilmann,1974) provides a practical framework for selecting the most appropriate conflict management style based on the situation and the interests of the stakeholders involved. 
Thomas-Kilmann conflict management styles

	Conflict Management                           style
	Application in the connect plus project

	
collaborating
	Used to resolve strategic issues by encouraging joint problem solving between departments. 

	
compromising
	Applied when stakeholders have different priorities and a mutually acceptable solution is required. 

	
Accommodating
	Appropriate when maintaining positive stakeholder relationships are more important than winning an argument. 

	
Avoiding
	Suitable for minor issues that are unlikely to affect project objective. 

	
Competing
	Used only when urgent decisions are required to protect the project’s objectives legal compliance. 



The Thomas-Kilmann Model helps the project Manager select the most appropriate conflict management approach during the connect plus project. Collaboration is the preferred style because it encourages stakeholders to work together to achieve solutions that support both technical and business objectives. Compromising is useful when stakeholders have different priorities and a balanced solution is required. In contrast, avoiding should only be used for minor issues, while competing may be appropriate when urgent decisions are necessary to ensure legal compliance or protect customer data. Applying the appropriate coinfect management style enables Next PLC to resolve disagreements efficiently, strengthen stakeholder relationships, and support the successful delivery of connect plus (Thomas and Kilmann,1974; PMI,2021). 


5.6) Critical Evaluation of Stakeholder Engagement

Effective stakeholder engagement is essential for the successful implementation of connect plus because it improves collaboration, builds trust, and encourages stakeholder support throughout the project. Regular communication and active stakeholder participation enable Next PLC to identify potential risks early and improve decision-making. However, engaging a wide range of stakeholders can be challenging due to different priorities, cultural differences, and conflicting expectations. For example, customers may demand greater personalisation, while regulators prioritise data protection and legal compliance. Ethical issues must also be considered, particularly regarding the responsible use of artificial intelligence and customer data. By balancing business objectives with stakeholder expectations and complying with UK GDPR requirements, Next PLC can strengthen stakeholder confidence and support the long-term success of connect plus (Freeman, 1984; project Management Institute (PMI) 2021). 

6). Impact of Sustainable stakeholder Engagement on Business performance 
Sustainable stakeholder engagement contributes significantly to long-term success of Next PLC by strengthening relationships with customers, employees, suppliers, investors, and regulators. Maintaining open communication and involving stakeholders in decision-making increases customer loyalty, employee commitment, and stakeholder trust, which can improve overall business performance. For the connect plus project, continuous stakeholder engagement enables the organisation to respond to changing customer needs, encourage innovation, and enhance the quality of AI-driven services. Furthermore, maintaining ethical business practices and company with UK GDPR strengthens Next PLC’s reputation and reduces legal and operational risks. From a strategic perspective, sustainable stakeholder engagement supports competitive advantage, improves organisational resilience, and contributes to long-term business growth by creating value for both the organisation and its stakeholders (Freeman,1984; Ashcroft,2017). 

Recommendations 

Next PLC should continue to strengthen stakeholder engagement by maintaining regular communication, encouraging stakeholder participation, and reviewing stakeholder feedback throughout the connect plus project. The organisation should also provide employee training on artificial intelligence and data protection to support effective platform implementation. In addition, continuous monitoring of stakeholder expectations and compliance with UK GDPR will help minimise project risks and maintain customer trust.

Conclusion 
The report has examined the importance of stakeholder engagement in the successful implementation of connect plus at Next PLC. it identified and analysed the key internal and external stakeholders using recognised stakeholder management frameworks, including Mendelow’s Power-interest matrix and salience Model. The report also applied the 4Cs Model, the RACI Matrix, communication planning, and conflict management strategies to demonstrate how effective stakeholder engagement can support project success overall, sustainable stakeholder engagement enables Next PLC to improve collaboration, strengthen customer relationships, reduce project risks, and achieve long-term competitive advantage in the global retail and e-commerce market. 
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