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1.0 Introduction
1.1 Introduction/Background/Research problem
As opined by Rachmiani et al. (2024), online customer reviews are a critical factor in customer purchasing decisions since they help in minimizing the risk associated with the purchase and enable consumers to compare actual customer reviews. This is especially relevant within the UK Fashion Retail industry as clothing purchases are subjective and include the elements of size, fit, material quality, colour accuracy, delivery and return convenience. Fashion products are hard to compare and evaluate online since buyers are not able to physically touch, try and evaluate the product before purchasing as they would do with a grocery or standardised product (Surjono, 2024). 
The UK is a digitally driven consumer market, with the impact of online reviews growing. In early 2025, the UK had 67.8 million internet users 97.8% internet penetration and 54.8 million social media user IDs 79% of the population (Grand View Research, 2023). This demonstrates that the majority of consumers in the UK are getting information on the internet, digital recommendation and opinions of other consumers prior to making purchases. 
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Figure 01: U.K. Digital Transformation Market
Source: (Grand View Research, 2023)
This research is also relevant to the UK online retail market. Retail Economics said that in April 2025, online sales values rose by 5.9% compared with the previous year, with 25.9% of retail sales made online. In this environment, clothing and footwear continued to grow 6.1% (Retaileconomics.co.uk, 2025). These are significant figures and highlight that e-commerce fashion is still a significant component of UK retail activity, and so review-based decision making is very relevant. 
Marks & Spencer is a good example of a company as it is one of the most recognizable fashion and lifestyle retailers in the UK, known for its reputation of good quality, trust and value (M&S, 2025). The areas of food, clothing and home and beauty are relevant to M&S, but the focus of this research is particularly the Fashion, Home & Beauty, department as the sale of clothing is largely driven by customer confidence. M&S continues to be a big player in the UK retail sector, reporting £14.2 billion group sales (less Ocado Retail) and £671.4 million adjusted profit before tax in 2025/26.
But M&S also had problems in their Fashion, Home & Beauty segment. M&S reported reduced sales of Fashion, Home & Beauty products for the full year to 26th December 2025, which fell by 7.7% compared with the previous year. This was partly because of a temporary suspension of online trading and disruption to stock flow and availability due to a cyber incident (Davey, 2026). 
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Figure 02: M&S expects profit recovery after cyber hack-driven slump
Source: (Davey, 2026)
Hence this study is important as it investigates the impact of online Customer reviews on buying behaviours in the UK fashion retail sector, in the context of Marks and Spencer case organisation. The study will contribute knowledge as to how quality of the reviews, credibility of such reviews, star ratings, negative reviews, and service-related reviews and feedback influence trust, perceived risk and purchase intention. 
1.2 Research Aim
To analyse how online customer reviews influence consumer buying behaviour towards Marks & Spencer in the UK fashion retail industry.
1.3 Research Objectives
· To identify the role of online customer reviews in shaping consumer perceptions of M&S fashion products.
· To examine how positive and negative reviews influence consumer trust and purchase decisions.
· To analyse how review credibility, star ratings, review quality and review volume affect buying behaviour.
· To evaluate how M&S can use customer reviews to improve customer satisfaction, brand trust and repeat purchase behaviour.
1.4 Research Question
1. How do the online customer reviews impact customers buy behaviour towards M&S within the UK fashion retail sector?
2. How do positive as well as negative online customer reviews impact the consumer trust with purchase ideas towards Marks & Spencer fashion products?
3. How do review credibility, star ratings, review quality and review volume influence consumer buying behaviour in the UK fashion retail industry?
2.0 Preliminary literature search
2.1 Online customer reviews and consumer perceptions of fashion products
As opined by Cuc et al. (2025), the importance of online customer reviews is highlighted in the recent digital consumer behaviour literature as they serve as a form of eWOM and facilitate customer decision-making prior to purchase. It is very applicable to the UK fashion retail industry as fashion products are hard to assess online. However, Creusen et al. (2025) argued that no customer can touch a piece of fabric, check the colour accuracy, fit or test the comfort before purchasing. Hence, the reviews become a stand-in for actual product experience. With Marks & Spencer fashion products, reviews can impact on the understanding of quality, fit, lifespan, fashion and value for money.
According to the report published by Statista (2025), digital access is very high in the UK, which provides a strong backdrop to this. The UK is home to 67.8 million internet users Internet penetration of 97.8% and 54.8 million internet social media user identities social media penetration of 79% in early 2025. It grew to 68.1 million internet users and 55.5 million social media user identities at the end of 2026 according to the 2026 UK digital report. 
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Figure 03: Share of individuals using the internet in the United Kingdom (UK)
Source: 
But Paget (2025) argued that there are some studies that also indicate that consumers are not just satisfied with star ratings. BrightLocal's review research for 2025 revealed that consumers are increasingly considering photos/videos paired with reviews and long, detailed reviews as more valued attributes, with positive response rates increasing by 3% and 7% respectively. 
2.2 Positive and negative reviews, consumer trust and purchase decisions
According to M.S. Kamalaveni et al. (2025), reviews both positive and negative are important in that they have different impacts on consumer trust. Positive reviews can build confidence, raise the value of the product in the eyes of the buyer and help to promote purchase intention. However, Xiangmei (2023) argued that bad ratings may lead to uncertainty and boost the perceived risk and deter consumers from making purchases. 
New research indicates reviews continue to play a significant role in consumers' decision-making process. According to the review survey that was conducted by BrightLocal in 2026, 97% of consumers read online reviews, which was an increase from 2025 when 41% of consumers always read reviews when searching for businesses, up from 29% the year before (Paget, 2025). 
According to Mallik et al. (2025), consumers are averaging six distinct review sites to help select businesses, indicating that consumers aren't sticking to a single site. For M&S, this could include M&S reviews, Google, Trustpilot and social media reviews and third-party fashion reviews that impact the consumer's trust. A customer can view a product on M&S website without taking any action but then before purchasing, they can access external reviews. 
2.3 Review credibility, star ratings, review volume
According to Pooja and Upadhyaya (2022), some of the key factors in online buying behaviour are review credibility, star ratings, review quality and review volume. Review credibility is the consumers' perception of the review's honesty, genuineness and usefulness. However, Qiu and Zhang (2023) argued that the star rating gives instant feedback of the quality of the product or service and the number of reviews gives social proof. Review quality is also essential as detailed reviews give reasons behind the quality of a product. These are particularly relevant in fashion retail, as shoppers may be looking for information like “fits small”, “thin material”, “good for workwear” or “good value for money”.
According to BrightLocal's 2026 data, consumers are tougher on review signals. The survey revealed that 47% of consumers do not trust a business that is rated with less than 20 reviews and 74% are only interested in those reviews that have been posted in the past three months (Goddard, 2026). 
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Figure 04: Consumers Expect Higher Star Ratings and Recent Reviews
Source: (Paget, 2025)
The same evidence shows that the most important credibility factor is consistency. 56% of consumers appreciate reviews backed by other reviews that agree on the sentiment, 46% appreciate written reviews that give positive reviews, 44% appreciate reviews posted within the past month and 42% appreciate high ratings. This indicates that consumers are not just asking if the reviews are positive, but they are also asking if multiple customers have similar reviews. 
2.4 Research Gap
Existing studies have indicated that online reviews are significant in influencing consumer purchase intention especially in online retailer environment. According to the earlier research, positive reviews can enhance consumer confidence whereas negative reviews may promote a perceived risk and lack of confidence in a product (Rachmiani et al., 2024). It is also evident in the literature that review credibility impacts buying behaviour since consumers tend to trust more the review that seems authentic, elaborated, and applicable to their interests. Thus, it has already been acknowledged that online reviews play a significant role in affecting the trust, purchase intention and consumer choice.
Nevertheless, very little is known about the way consumers of UK fashion attribute credibility to reviews when shopping at the reputable retailers. Another issue is that it is not clear that review credibility can more effectively affect buying behaviour than review volume or star ratings (Nakalinda, 2023). Moreover, further studies are required to know the difference in consumer reactions to positive and negative reviews in the UK fashion environment. Another area that is of significant interest to the gap is whether established retailers like Marks and Spencer are influenced by online reviews as much as newer online fashion retailers like the ASOS where online reviews are possibly more prominent in the purchasing process.
Thus, this paper will address this gap by analysing how credibility of the reviews, trust and purchase intention relate to buying behaviour in the context of M&S fashion consumers in the UK. The research will add to the current knowledge by demonstrating the impact of online reviews on consumer confidence, satisfaction and repeat purchase behaviour of an established fashion retailer.
2.4 Theoretical Foundation: Theory of Planned Behaviour
The Theory of Planned Behaviour applies to this study as it is one of the theories that explain the formation of consumer attitudes, intentions and behaviour (Naskar and Maria, 2025). Attitude, in the context of online reviews, means the way in which consumers access reviews prior to purchasing M&S fashion products. In case of favourable reviews, rich and authentic, consumers can be favourably inclined towards the product. Subjective norms are pertinent to the impact of other customers, when the shoppers may be motivated to purchase a product when a significant number of the reviewers suggest it or provide a high number of stars. Perceived behavioural control is the level of confidence that consumers have in the use of reviews to make purchase decisions when they have a clear understanding of the quality, size, fit and value information in the reviews.
2.5 Conceptual Framework
[image: ]
Source: Self-made
3.0 Research methodology
3.1 Research Philosophies and Assumptions
This study is going to be interpretive in nature as it focuses on consumer buying behaviour, trust and perceptions towards Marks & Spencer fashion products and how these are influenced by the use of online customer reviews (Junjie and Yingxin, 2022). Interpretivism will be justified as consumer behaviour is subjective and formed by opinions, experiences, emotions, and meanings as well as only by the numerical measurement. The research will take a premise that the consumers have different interpretation of the online reviews based on its credibility, star ratings, review quality, and their personal shopping expectation.
3.2 Research Design
This research is based on the approach of a Systematic Literature Review with the help of the PRISMA process to explore the impact of online customer reviews on consumer buying behaviour of M&S fashion products in the UK (Tedja et al., 2024). SLR is appropriate as the study will not involve gathering primary data on consumers, but instead using existing academic and industry sources. The PRISMA procedure will assist the study be organized, open and scholarly trustworthy. The search of relevant literature in the identification stage will be done in databases like Scopus, ScienceDirect, Emerald and Google Scholar with key words that are associated with online reviews, trust, purchase intention, buying behaviour and fashion retail. In the screening stage, duplicate and unrelated studies will be removed (J Med Libr Assoc, 2022). At the eligibility stage, the rest of the sources will be evaluated based on their relevancy, quality and relevance to the research objectives. Lastly, during the inclusion phase, the most appropriate studies will be chosen to be analysed and discussed in detail.
3.3 Research Approach
The study will use an inductive research approach. This method will be suitable as there will be no predetermined hypothesis being tested. It will instead review literature and secondary sources for themes that relate to the influence that positive reviews, negative reviews, review credibility, review volume and star ratings have on the buying behaviour. 
3.4 Data Collection Methods
The research will use secondary sources of data to guide the Systematic Literature Review. Research sources in academic databases like Google Scholar, Scopus, Emerald and ScienceDirect will be used. Peer-reviewed journal articles on online reviews, consumer trust, purchase intention, buying behaviour and UK fashion retail will be identified using these databases. Marks and Spencer annual reports, retail industry reports, ONS publications and reputable market research sites will also be used to gather industry data and company-based data. To further customize the review platforms, online customer review information will be taken into consideration in Trustpilot, Google Reviews and Marks and Spencer site reviews. These platforms are appropriate since they feature consumer reviews, star ratings, product reviews and experience on M&S fashion products. By relying on these sources, the study will be able to compare academic findings with actual consumer review behaviour in UK fashion retail setting.
3.5 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
	Criteria Area
	Inclusion Criteria
	Exclusion Criteria

	Type of source
	To guarantee the academic quality and reliability, peer-reviewed journal articles will be included.
	Conference papers, blogs, opinion pieces and non-academic sources will be excluded.

	Language
	The studies will be selected based on the clear interpretation and analysis of only the English language.
	To prevent translation problems and misinterpretation, non-English studies will not be included.

	Publication date
	Articles published in 2015-2025 will be incorporated in order to have recent and relevant literature.
	Papers that were published earlier than 2015 will not be included. 

	Sector focus
	The research on the retail and fashion industry will be incorporated.
	Non-retail-based studies like those of healthcare, banking or manufacturing will not be included.

	Research topic
	The studies that will be included are those that analyse online reviews and review credibility, star rating
	The studies that are not related to online reviews or the consumer buying behaviour will be excluded.

	Relevance to study
	The sources related to UK fashion retailing, M&S, or similar online fashion retailing will be included.
	Sources that are not directly related to fashion retail or online consumer decision-making will be sifted out.


3.6 Data Analysis Section 
Approach
Thematic analysis will be applied in the study to analyse the qualitative data collected as secondary data using the Systematic Literature Review (Ahmed et al., 2025). The six stages of thematic analysis model by Braun and Clarke will be used since it assists in finding common meaning, patterns and themes in academic articles, industry reports and online review materials.
Six Stages
The first step will include familiarisation by reading and re-reading the chosen studies to gain insights on important findings in the field of online reviews and consumer behaviour (Ahmed et al., 2025). Second, the important ideas, including review credibility, trust, star ratings and purchase intention, will be labeled with the help of coding. Third, similar codes will be combined into larger themes through theme generation. Fourth, theme review will ensure that the themes are clearly related to the research aim and objectives. Fifth, theme definition will describe the meaning of each theme. Lastly, report writing will provide the findings in an easy-to-understand manner and relate findings to the M&S fashion consumers within the UK.
3.7 Ethical Considerations
For this study the data to be used will be secondary data and there will be no direct human participants (Tripathy, 2022). The researcher will, however, practice in an ethical way by referring to credible sources, avoiding plagiarism, referencing information appropriately and not manipulating data. Examples of customer's reviews (where applicable) will be anonymised to ensure privacy
3.8 Risks
Limited Availability of Relevant Data
One of the major risks will be the lack of recent secondary data to specifically relate customer reviews on the internet to the Marks & Spencer fashion buying behaviour (Diatta and Berchtold, 2022). This could reduce the company-specific nature of the analysis.
Reliability of Secondary Sources
The other risk will be the usage of untrustworthy or out-dated sites. This will be minimised by only using credible academic journals, industry reports, M&S reports and recognised statistical websites (Kratochvíl et al., 2023). 
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