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[bookmark: _Toc236652563]Abstract

This research proposal investigates the influence of digital transformation on organisational performance at Marks & Spencer (M&S). The study examines the role of artificial intelligence, employee adaptation, customer experience, operational efficiency and organisational change. A qualitative single-case study will use secondary data from peer-reviewed literature, industry reports and official company publications. The findings may identify opportunities and barriers associated with digital transformation and support evidence-based recommendations for improving organisational performance and future digital strategy at M&S.
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[bookmark: _Toc236652564]1. Introduction: Identification of Business Problem

The retail sector has experienced substantial change in recent years because of rapid advances in digital technologies, evolving consumer expectations and increasing competition within the marketplace. Customers now expect integrated shopping experiences across physical stores, websites and mobile applications, together with personalised products and services. Consequently, retailers are increasingly adopting digital transformation initiatives to enhance customer experience, improve operational efficiency and maintain long-term competitiveness (Verhoef et al., 2021).

Marks & Spencer (M&S) has invested in several digital initiatives, including improvements to its online platform, artificial intelligence (AI), data analytics and its partnership with Ocado Group to strengthen its online food business (Marks & Spencer, 2025). Despite these investments, achieving consistent improvements in organisational performance remains a significant challenge. Bawack et al. (2022) argue that digital transformation does not automatically improve business performance because its success depends on several interconnected factors, including effective leadership, employee engagement, organisational processes and the successful integration of new technologies.

The complexity of this business problem is further increased by competition from digitally advanced retailers, which continue to invest in online platforms, data analytics and customer-focused services. Organisations that fail to respond effectively to changing customer expectations and technological developments may lose competitive advantage and market share (Kotler, Keller and Chernev, 2021). Retailers must ensure that digital transformation supports both operational performance and long-term strategic objectives.

Therefore, the main business problem addressed in this research is the uncertainty surrounding how digital transformation influences organisational performance at Marks & Spencer. Although digital transformation has the potential to improve business performance, its success depends on several interconnected factors, including artificial intelligence (AI), employee adaptation, customer experience, operational efficiency and organisational change (Verhoef et al., 2021). However, it remains unclear how these factors work together to influence organisational performance within M&S. This research therefore aims to investigate this relationship to provide a better understanding of how digital transformation may improve organisational performance and support future strategic decision-making.

[bookmark: _Toc236652565]2. Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions

Following the business problem identified in the previous chapter, this research proposes to investigate how digital transformation influences organisational performance at Marks & Spencer (M&S). Digital transformation is the process of using digital technologies to improve business operations, employee performance, customer experience, and overall organisational performance. According to Verhoef et al. (2021), organisations are more likely to achieve successful digital transformation when digital technologies are supported by effective organisational change, employee engagement, and a clear business strategy. Despite significant investment in digital technologies, it remains unclear how these factors influence organisational performance at M&S. This study will investigate the relationship between digital transformation and organisational performance by examining the role of artificial intelligence (AI), employee adaptation, customer experience, operational efficiency, and organisational change. The findings may provide evidence that helps managers make more informed decisions about future digital transformation strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc236652566]2.1 Research Aim

The aim of this research is to investigate how digital transformation influences organisational performance at Marks & Spencer (M&S).

[bookmark: _Toc236652567]2.2 Research Objectives

To achieve the research aim, this study will:

· To investigate the digital transformation strategies implemented by Marks & Spencer.

· To evaluate how digital transformation influences organisational performance, with particular focus on operational efficiency and customer experience.


· To examine how artificial intelligence (AI), employee adaptation, and organisational change influence the successful implementation of digital transformation at Marks & Spencer.

· To develop evidence-based recommendations, based on the research findings, to improve digital transformation and organisational performance at Marks & Spencer.


[bookmark: _Toc236652568]2.3 Research Questions

The proposed research will address the following questions:

· What digital transformation strategies have been implemented by Marks & Spencer?

·  How does digital transformation influence organisational performance, particularly operational efficiency and customer experience, at Marks & Spencer?

· How do artificial intelligence (AI), employee adaptation, and organisational change influence the successful implementation of digital transformation at Marks & Spencer?

· Based on the research findings, what recommendations could improve digital transformation and organisational performance at Marks & Spencer?


The research aim, objectives and questions are directly aligned with the identified business problem. Each research question corresponds to one objective and will guide the collection and analysis of evidence, supporting a focused and rigorous research design (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

[bookmark: _Toc236652569]3. Critical Literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc236652570]3.1 Digital Transformation and Organisational Performance

Digital transformation has become a strategic priority for organisations seeking to improve competitiveness, operational efficiency and customer value. Verhoef et al. (2021) define digital transformation as the integration of digital technologies that reshape business models, organisational processes and customer interactions. Similarly, Vial (2021) argues that digital transformation extends beyond technological adoption because it requires organisational change, leadership commitment and continuous innovation. Although both authors recognise the strategic importance of digital transformation, Plekhanov, Franke and Netland (2023) suggest that its effect on organisational performance remains difficult to evaluate because previous studies use different performance measures and organisational contexts. This debate indicates that technology investment alone is insufficient to achieve sustainable improvements in organisational performance.

The dynamic capabilities theory (Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997) provides a useful framework for explaining this relationship. The theory suggests that organisations create competitive advantage by continuously adapting their resources and capabilities in response to changing market conditions. Within the context of M&S, this implies that digital technologies are more likely to improve organisational performance when supported by effective leadership, organisational learning and strategic decision-making.

[bookmark: _Toc236652571]3.2 Artificial Intelligence and Customer Experience

Artificial intelligence (AI) has become an important component of digital transformation within the retail sector. Huang and Rust (2021) argue that AI can improve service quality by automating routine activities while enabling employees to focus on more complex customer interactions. However, they also emphasise that AI should complement rather than replace human employees, as excessive reliance on automation may reduce customer trust and the quality of customer service. The technology acceptance model (Davis, 1989) further suggests that digital technologies are more likely to be adopted when users perceive them as useful and easy to use. Therefore, successful AI implementation depends not only on technological capability but also on customer and employee acceptance. This suggests that M&S should evaluate AI not only through improvements in operational efficiency but also through its influence on customer trust, service quality and employee-supported customer interaction.


[bookmark: _Toc236652572]3.3 Employee Adaptation and Organisational Change

Employee capability is widely recognised as an important factor influencing successful digital transformation. Verhoef et al. (2021) argue that organisations achieve greater value from digital technologies when they are supported by effective leadership, employee engagement and organisational change. This suggests that technology investment alone is unlikely to improve organisational performance without employees possessing the skills and willingness to adapt to new ways of working.

The resource-based view (Barney, 1991) provides further explanation by proposing that sustainable competitive advantage depends on valuable organisational resources rather than technology alone. Employee knowledge, leadership capability, organisational culture and brand reputation therefore complement technological investment. Consequently, organisations are more likely to improve organisational performance when digital transformation is supported by employee development and effective change management.

[bookmark: _Toc236652573]3.4 Operational Efficiency and Omnichannel Retailing

Digital transformation also contributes to organisational performance by improving operational efficiency and customer integration. Vhatkar et al. (2024) argue that omni channel retailing enhances the customer experience by integrating physical stores with online platforms to create a more consistent shopping journey. Similarly, Marks & Spencer (2025) highlights continued investment in digital platforms, data analytics and its partnership with Ocado to strengthen online operations and improve business efficiency.

Despite these potential benefits, integrating digital systems across customer channels and organisational processes remains challenging. Vhatkar et al. (2024) note that successful integration requires substantial organisational investment, coordination and continuous improvement, while implementation complexity may delay expected performance gains. This suggests that digital transformation should be viewed as an ongoing organisational process rather than a one-time technological initiative.

[bookmark: _Toc236652574]3.5 Research Gap

Although previous studies generally support a positive relationship between digital transformation and organisational performance, important gaps remain within the literature. Existing research frequently examines different industries or international contexts rather than established UK retailers such as Marks & Spencer. Furthermore, artificial intelligence, employee adaptation, customer experience and operational efficiency are often investigated separately, providing limited understanding of how these factors interact to influence organisational performance. The inconsistent measurement of organisational performance across previous studies also limits comparison of research findings (Plekhanov, Franke and Netland, 2023). Therefore, this proposed study seeks to address these gaps by examining how digital transformation influences organisational performance at M&S through the combined effects of AI, employee adaptation, customer experience and operational efficiency.


[bookmark: _Toc236652575]4. Research Methodology and Design

[bookmark: _Toc236652576]4.1 Research Approach
[bookmark: _Toc236652577]This study will adopt a qualitative research approach using a single case study of Marks & Spencer (M&S). A qualitative approach is appropriate because the research aims to explore how digital transformation influences organisational performance within its organisational context rather than measuring statistical relationships. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) suggest that qualitative research is suitable for investigating complex organisational issues where business processes, behaviours and experiences require detailed interpretation. A case study enables an in-depth investigation of a contemporary business issue within one organisation, making it appropriate for examining M&S's digital transformation strategy (Yin, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc236652578]4.2 Data Collection
[bookmark: _Toc236652579]The research will rely exclusively on secondary data. Evidence will be identified through the university's library databases and Google Scholar and collected from the following sources:
· [bookmark: _Toc236652580]Peer-reviewed journal articles.
· [bookmark: _Toc236652581]Academic books.
· [bookmark: _Toc236652582]Official M&S and Ocado annual reports.
· [bookmark: _Toc236652583]Credible industry and retail reports.
[bookmark: _Toc236652584]Recent literature published between 2021 and 2026 will be prioritised to ensure the evidence is current and relevant. Older sources will only be included where they provide well-established theoretical foundations. Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2023) argue that secondary data provides a practical and reliable approach when high-quality published evidence already exists, and primary data is not readily accessible.
[bookmark: _Toc236652585]4.3 Data Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc236652586]The collected data will be analysed using thematic analysis. Braun and Clarke (2022) describe thematic analysis as a systematic method for identifying, organising and interpreting patterns across qualitative data. Academic literature and company documents will be analysed to identify recurring themes relating to digital transformation, artificial intelligence (AI), employee adaptation, customer experience, operational efficiency and organisational performance. Comparing evidence from multiple academic and professional sources will also enable similarities, differences and research gaps to be identified, strengthening the overall analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc236652587]4.4 Sampling Strategy
[bookmark: _Toc236652588]A purposive selection strategy will be used to identify secondary sources that are directly relevant to the research topic. The selection criteria will include:
· [bookmark: _Toc236652589]Peer-reviewed academic publications.
· [bookmark: _Toc236652590]Studies published primarily between 2021 and 2026.
· [bookmark: _Toc236652591]research relating to digital transformation, organisational performance and the retail sector.
· [bookmark: _Toc236652592]Official reports published by M&S and Ocado.
[bookmark: _Toc236652593]Purposefully selecting relevant and credible sources improves the quality and relevance of the evidence while ensuring that the literature directly addresses the research objectives (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
[bookmark: _Toc236652594]4.5 Research Ethics and Data Quality
[bookmark: _Toc236652595]As this study uses only publicly available secondary data, ethical risks are limited because no human participants will be involved. Nevertheless, the research will comply with university ethical requirements by accurately representing authors' work, avoiding plagiarism and applying Harvard referencing throughout. All sources will be critically evaluated using the CREP framework, considering currency, relevance, authority, accuracy and purpose.
[bookmark: _Toc236652596]Research quality will be supported through consideration of reliability and validity. Reliability will be enhanced by using recognised academic databases and official company publications, ensuring that the research process is transparent and sufficiently documented for other researchers to follow. Validity will be strengthened by comparing evidence from multiple academic and professional sources through data triangulation (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). However, one limitation of secondary research is that published information was originally collected for different purposes, and company reports may present organisational performance more positively than independent academic studies. Comparing multiple sources will help reduce this limitation.

[bookmark: _Toc236652597]5. Business Relevance and Practical Implications

[bookmark: _Toc236652598]5.1 Decision Making and Operational Improvement
[bookmark: _Toc236652599]The proposed research aims to provide evidence that may support Marks & Spencer (M&S) in making more informed decisions about digital transformation and organisational performance. As the retail industry continues to evolve, organisations must balance technological innovation with employee readiness, customer expectations and operational efficiency. The findings may help M&S evaluate how digital transformation contributes to organisational performance and identify areas requiring further improvement. In addition, the research may identify barriers to successful implementation, including digital skills gaps, resistance to organisational change and challenges associated with integrating new technologies into existing business processes (Bawack et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc236652600]5.2 Recommendations and Strategic Implications
[bookmark: _Toc236652601]Although recommendations will depend on the research findings, the study may provide evidence to support future strategic decision-making. Potential recommendations could include improving employee digital capability, strengthening change management practices, enhancing the integration of artificial intelligence (AI) within business operations and developing more customer-focused digital strategies. The study may also contribute to the ongoing debate by recognising that technological investment alone does not guarantee improved organisational performance without effective leadership, employee engagement and organisational change (Verhoef et al., 2021; Vial, 2019). These insights could support M&S in developing digital initiatives that are better aligned with its long-term strategic objectives.
[bookmark: _Toc236652602]5.3 Contribution to Applied Business Research
[bookmark: _Toc236652603]This study may contribute to applied business research by improving understanding of how digital transformation influences organisational performance within an established UK retailer. It may also provide insights into future challenges facing M&S, including rapid technological change, increasing customer expectations and competition from digitally advanced retailers. From an academic perspective, undertaking this research will strengthen the researcher's understanding of applied business research by developing skills in critical analysis, research design, evaluation of secondary data and evidence-based decision-making, which are essential for future management and consultancy practice (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).
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