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[bookmark: _Toc221302808]Dissertation Proposal Title
Assessing the Strategic Role of Mobile Applications and Digital Loyalty Schemes in Enhancing Customer Engagement and Retention: A Qualitative Study of Starbucks UK
[bookmark: _Toc221302809]1. Introduction and Background
The blistering development of digital technologies has radically changed the manner in which organisations communicate with customers, especially service-based enterprises, like food and beverage retail. Customer relationship management strategies now rely heavily on mobile applications, digital payments systems, and loyalty program memes that are delivered through apps and can help firms to provide customised experiences, gather customer insights as well as promote repeat patronage. In the UK, the number of people who own smartphones and the growing thirst of consumers on the mobile platform have enhanced the adoption of digital tools in daily consumption behaviour (Statista, 2024).
Customer interaction and customer retention have become a strategic priority, and of much priority, in very competitive markets where switching costs are minimal and customer requirements are ever-changing. Conventional methods of loyalty, like reward cards printed in papers, have been gradually substituted by online loyalty programs installed into mobile applications. These digital systems enable organisations to transcend the transactional rewards by enabling emotional attachment, improving convenience, and enabling the relationship to be built in the long term (Kotler et al., 2021).
A relatively specific context of analysis of these developments is the UK coffeehouse market. The industry is marked by the presence of vast competition between the large chains like Costa Coffee and Pret a Manager, and individual cafes and delivery based beverage services. Customer retention has become a hard task as customers are presented with a variety of choices, and their switching costs are low. As such, coffeehouse brands have resorted to digital engagement strategies to become differentiated and remain loyal to their customers (Hollebeek et al., 2022).

Starbucks UK is a good and timely case study because of its well-developed digital technologies in the form of Starbucks mobile application and Starbucks Rewards programme. The application allows customers to receive and redeem loyalty points ( Stars ), use mobile payment, pre-order and individual offers. The mentioned attributes represent the digital focus and the desire of Starbucks to establish a smooth Omni channel customer experience, which combines physical stores with digital touchpoints (Starbucks, 2023).
Although digital loyalty programs have become very common, there is still little qualitative research regarding how the programs can be used strategically to promote better customer engagement and retention. Most of the current studies deal with quantitative forms of performance, i.e., the number of purchases or the amount of spending, without examining the strategic processes and conceptual basis of digital loyalty systems (Lemon and Verhoef, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc221302810]2. Research Problem
Even though digital loyalty programs and mobile applications are currently broadly applied in the hospitality and retail industries, their strategic role in customer engagement and retention has been little studied, especially qualitatively. Organisations commonly spend a great deal of money on online platforms without comprehending how such tools assist in building relationships, emotional connection, and long-term loyalty rather than going on short-term promotions (Kannan and Li, 2021).
The Starbucks Rewards programme is also frequently mentioned as an example of best practice in digital loyalty in the case of Starbucks UK. Nevertheless, academic studies that critically analyse the manner and the reasons behind this programme being a strategic instrument in the UK market are deficient. The available literature tends to apply their results to industries or regions, which restricts the scope of their applicability to specific organisational environments like the coffeehouse industry (Wedel and Kannan, 2024).
Thus, the central study problem that this research will focus on is the lack of qualitative understanding of the strategic position of mobile apps and digital-based loyalty schemes in the customer engagement and retention process, especially in the context of Starbucks UK.
[bookmark: _Toc221302811]3. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc221302812]3.1 Research Aim
The aim of this study is:
To explore the strategic role of mobile applications and digital loyalty schemes in enhancing customer engagement and retention at Starbucks UK.
[bookmark: _Toc221302813]3.2 Research Objectives
· To examine the key features of the Starbucks UK mobile application and Starbucks Rewards programme.
· To explore how mobile applications, contribute to customer engagement in the Starbucks UK context.
· To analyse the role of digital loyalty schemes in supporting customer retention.
[bookmark: _Toc221302814]3.3 Research Questions
· How are mobile applications and digital loyalty schemes strategically used by Starbucks UK?
· In what ways do mobile applications enhance customer engagement at Starbucks UK?
· How do digital loyalty schemes contribute to customer retention in the Starbucks UK context?
· What gaps exist in the current literature regarding mobile apps and digital loyalty schemes in the coffeehouse industry?
[bookmark: _Toc221302815]4. Preliminary Literature Review
The recent literature demonstrates the increased focus on customer engagement as a multidimensional phenomenon that includes cognitive, emotional, and behavioural aspects (Hireling et al., 2022). Customers who are engaged will have higher chances of loyalty, brand advocacy and long term relationships. Digital platforms and especially mobile apps are important in easing such engagement as they provide interactive, personalised and convenient customer experiences (Lemon and Verhoef, 2021).
Digital loyalty programs were once simple reward-based programs but have since developed into advanced platforms combining gamification, personalisation, and data analytics. Research indicates that such schemes have a positive impact on the perceived value and customer satisfaction, which are essential determinants of retention (Hollebeek et al., 2022). Nevertheless, to a large extent, this study has a quantitative inclination in that the research outcomes are the priorities over the strategy.
Recent studies have started to investigate digital loyalty in theoretical terms including relationship marketing and technology acceptance with the focus on such factors like perceived usefulness, ease of use, and trust (Venkatesh et al., 2022). However, the absence of qualitative synthesis that discusses the application of these theoretical constructs to particular organisational settings is still present.
Starbucks is often discussed in the literature of practitioners as a digital innovator, but in academic literature, there is almost no in-depth qualitative study of its loyalty strategy, especially in the UK market. This paper addresses this gap by conducting a systematic literature review of 2015 to 2025 and can therefore make an insight on how digital loyalty strategies have changed over the years and how Starbucks UK fits within this overall trend.
[bookmark: _Toc221302816]5. Research Methodology
This paper is a qualitative research design in which the study intends to determine the strategic value of mobile applications and digital loyalty schemes in the context of improving customer engagement and retention using Starbucks UK as its case study. The research should use a qualitative approach to the full extent that the qualitative approach can introduce a rich insight into concepts, strategies and relationships in and through deep interpretation instead of a quantitative method in form of numerical measurement or statistical generalisation (Saunders et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc221302817]5.1 Research Philosophy
An interpretivist research philosophy is the foundation of the research. Interpretivism presupposes the social construction of the reality and development of knowledge based on the comprehension of meanings, experiences and contextual interpretations. The philosophical position is also appropriate in the current study because it tries to explain strategic practices and conceptual insights regarding digital loyalty instead of testing hypotheses or determining causal relationship. The interpretivist approach helps the study to consider customer engagement and customer loyalty as multifaceted and contextualised phenomena that arise under conditions of perception, experiences and organisational strategy (Bryman, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc221302818]5.2 Research Approach and Design.
Qualitative research methodology is utilized, and as the main research design, systematic literature review (SLR) is utilized. The SLR method allows applying a systematic, transparent, and reproducible review of existing academic and industry literature on the research topic. As opposed to the traditional narrative review, a systematic literature review has a set of procedures that require literature search, screening and analysis, thus improving the credibility and rigour of a study (Tranfield et al., 2003).
The research adopts Starbucks UK as a case in context in order to place the findings in a real-life organisational context. Although the case study does not involve any primary data collection, the situation described in the case study can be interpreted with a special focus on the functioning of mobile applications and digital loyalty programs as its strategic component in the UK coffeehouse market.
[bookmark: _Toc221302819]5.3 Data Analysis Technique
The qualitative methods of data analysis to be used to analyse the selected literature will be thematic analysis, which is generally recognised as the qualitative method of data analysis. Thematic analysis is the process of identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or themes in data, which is suitable to make meaningful synthesis of qualitative results across multiple sources (Braun and Clarke, 2021).
Themes in this study are likely to emerge around features like mobile apps functionality, personalisation, perceived value, customer engagement aspect, retention, and strategic issues. Thematic analysis is especially appropriate when it comes to systematic literature review because it allows comparing the studies and helps to define gaps in research and strategic implications.
[bookmark: _Toc221302820]5.4 Research Quality and Rigour
In order to make the research quality and rigour, some measures will be taken. To begin with, systematic and transparent search strategy is used, which increases reliability and replicability. Second, peer-reviewed and reputable sources are included and it makes the findings more valid. Third, inclusion and exclusion criteria must be well-documented and minimize bias in the researcher. Lastly, critical appraisal of every source will make sure that conclusions will be made in the context of their corresponding source (Saunders et al., 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc221302821]5.5 Ethical Considerations
Since the research is conducted based on secondary data only, issues of ethics are also associated mainly with the responsible use of published works. All references will be referenced properly to prevent cases of plagiarism and in order to recognize original writing. The validity and possible bias of every source will be highly assessed and findings will be presented sincerely without distortion. No personal, confidential, or sensitive information will be obtained, so the ethical research criterion will be met (Bryman, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc221302822]5.6 Methodological Limitations.
Although the qualitative systematic literature review method is thorough, rich in theoretical knowledge, it has some shortcomings. The use of secondary data implies that the results will be determined by the accessibility and quality of available literature. Also interpretive analysis can be associated with a certain level of subjectivity on the part of the researcher. Such limitations will be dealt with by clear documentation of the review process and critical reflections on the results.
[bookmark: _Toc221302823]6. Risks and Limitations
This section presents the possible risks and constraints of this qualitative study and how the problems shall be addressed to make the research quality and credible.
[bookmark: _Toc221302824]6.1 Reliance on Secondary Data
The major weakness of the study is that it uses secondary data which has been collected by available academic literature, industry reports, and organisational publications. Since the study will not require the collection of primary data, the results will be subject to the availability, quality, and extent of the available literature. Not all sources will include unbiased findings or demonstrate interpretations and research goals of the authors and might bring bias to the review (Saunders et al., 2023). In order to reduce this threat, the study will use systematic literature review methodology with the application of simple inclusion and exclusion criteria and predisposition to prioritise peer-reviewed and reputable sources.
[bookmark: _Toc221302825]6.2 Researcher Subjectivity
Qualitative research is also interpretive in nature and thus researcher subjectivity is a possible weakness. Themes identified and interpreted in the process of thematic analysis can be affected by the researcher and his/her views and assumptions. This is especially applicable to systematic literature reviews, where judgement is needed when performing synthesis to categorise and interpret results (Braun and Clarke, 2021). To decrease the level of subjectivity, the paper is analyzed in a transparent manner, the decision-making process is documented, and the themes are critically compared across various sources instead of using individual researches.
[bookmark: _Toc221302826]6.3 Publication and Selection Bias
Publication bias is also another limitation since studies that had significant or positive findings get a greater chance to be published than those that had a null or a negative result. Moreover, there are chances of selection bias when the relevant studies are accidentally eliminated in the screening process. The risks may influence the coverage of the literature review and narrow the generalisability of the findings (Tranfield et al., 2003). This risk is minimised with the help of the usage of various databases and a well-structured search strategy that considers the last five-year interval 2015-2025.
[bookmark: _Toc221302827]6.4 Sporadic Organisational-Specific Insights.
Despite the fact that Starbucks UK is employed as a contextual case study, there is no access to the internal organisational data or to the perspectives of the stakeholders. Consequently, there is the creation of insights based on publicly available sources that may not be able to represent internal-based strategic decision-making. This weakness can limit the level of organisational-specific analysis.
The findings cannot be generalised as they are limited to the target population, especially in the absence of any experimental design (Taylor et al., 2017).

Lastly, the results of the present research could not be generalised outside of Starbucks UK and the coffeehouse market. Being a qualitative research, statistical generalisation is not the purpose but rather the analytical and theoretical understanding. However, the results can provide transferable information to other organisations in the same line of business, which deal with competitive services.
[bookmark: _Toc221302828]7. Timeline (Gantt Chart)

	Activity
	Weeks 1–2
	Weeks 3–4
	Weeks 5–6
	Weeks 7–8
	Weeks 9–10
	Weeks 11–12

	Topic finalisation & proposal
	✔
	
	
	
	
	

	Systematic literature search (2015–2025)
	
	✔
	✔
	
	
	

	Screening & quality appraisal
	
	
	✔
	
	
	

	Thematic analysis
	
	
	
	✔
	✔
	

	Writing & revision
	
	
	
	
	✔
	

	Final submission
	
	
	
	
	
	✔







[bookmark: _Toc221302829]8. Conclusion
The proposed dissertation is a qualitative study that seeks to investigate the strategic importance of the mobile application and online loyalty program in the process of customer engagement and retention, and where Starbucks UK in the UK is used as a case study. The proposal indicates the increasing significance of digital technologies to customer relationship development in the coffeehouse industry where customers can easily switch brands, and digital innovation remains to revise the concept of loyalty. The proposed research project will aim to present a detailed and theory-based insight into the role of mobile apps and digital loyalty programmes as a strategic tool instead of a mechanism of promotions through a qualitative research approach and the use of a systematic literature review. The suggested methodology guarantees the academic rigour of the study by means of a clear search strategy including the analysis of the literature published since 2015 and the application of the thematic analysis to the synthesis of the major findings. The research will likely add to the academic body of literature by filling the gaps in the existing scholarly work, especially the lack of qualitative research on the topic of digital loyalty strategy in the coffeehouse sector of the UK market. Practically, the results can provide a useful base to Starbucks UK and other organisations aimed at enhancing customer engagement and retention by means of successful digital loyalty programmes. All in all, the study will contribute to improving the knowledge about the strategic importance of mobile-based engagement in the modern service market.
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