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Abstract

The main focus of this study was to investigate the contribution of Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) to Customer Engagement, Brand Image and Consumer Trust in the retail industry. Literature searching was carried out, and an extended literature review was undertaken using relevant academic literature published in the determined research period. The review focused on the integration of IMC, consistency of messages, digital and omnichannel communication, customer engagement, and brand image and consumer trust. 
The results have shown that IMC is a strategic communication capability that enables companies to synchronise all information and products the customer receives through the various channels. Effective communication that is consistent and relevant was found to help build a coherent brand image and engage customers, and authenticity and transparency to build consumer trust. The study has suggested a conceptual relationship between IMC and these three consumer outcomes, and implications for the retail managers. The study also identified gaps in secondary research and proposed empirical research for both the digital and omnichannel retail markets.
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[bookmark: _Toc241167055]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc241167056]1.1 Context and Background
Digital technologies are changing the way customers interact and relate with retailers, and the industry has had to undergo enormous change to respond. Platforms such as websites, mobile apps, social media, email marketing and digital advertising are increasingly being used as multimedia touchpoints. According to Williams (2024), IMC offers a comprehensive solution to brand messaging and customer communication, emphasising the need for coordinated messaging and customer engagement. Rehman et al. (2022) illustrate the centrality of social media in contemporary IMC and how digital media can be used to facilitate consumer interaction and engagement. Accordingly, IMC more and more consolidates traditional channels with digital channels to fashion unified customer experiences. Integrated marketing can help build brand awareness by delivering a familiar message to the customer along many channels. Indriani Jusuf (2024) defines integrated marketing as a potent tool to boost brand recognition. Digital communication is also playing a part with customers, in particular with younger customers. Duffett and Maraule (2024) provide proof of the relevance of Digital marketing communication to Generation Z engagement behaviour and purchase related attitudes. Trust in retail relations is also a significant aspect. Saidu (2025) links Integrated Communication strategies to a sense of trust in a brand and consumers' engagement. Therefore, IMC offers a constructive starting point in considering the role that integrated communications can play in improving customer engagement, building positive brand perceptions, and bolstering consumer trust in the retail channel.
[bookmark: _Toc241167057]1.2 Research Problem and Literature Gap
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[bookmark: _heading=h.2sownykcqpvg][bookmark: _Toc241009227]Figure 1.1: Digital Advertising Market
(Source: GVR, 2026)
This surge in digital retail communication has become a big strategic issue, as customers are now exposed to brands across a variety of digital and physical channels. Effective communication coordination is thus required among retailers to offer coherent information and consistent brand experiences. This transformation is evidenced by the retail digital transformation market which is expected to grow from USD 285.76 billion in 2026 to USD 317.34 billion in 2027, and reach full-speed growth of USD 535.94 billion by 2031 at an average CAGR of 11.05% during 2027–2031 (MI, 2026). In 2025, 46.58% of the retail digital transformation market is expected to be mobile apps and 46.05% will be from omnichannel retailers (MI, 2026). The developments highlight the growing significance of connected communication through the retail customer journey. The growing digital advertising landscape is a testament to the evolving communication landscape. The global digital advertising market is expected to reach USD 1,692.9 billion by 2033, growing at a 14.3% CAGR from 2026 to 2033 (GVR, 2026). In 2025, the global retail industry is expected to be the biggest end-user of digital advertising, accounting for 18.1% of the total digital advertising revenue (GVR, 2026). As seen in these numbers, retailers are becoming more reliant on digital communication, therefore good integration and consistency are the big strategic questions.
At the same time, with more channels come more disjointed customer experiences. Messages, information and representations of the brand can differ across websites, applications, social media and other communication channels. This inconsistency can lead to confusion and erode the trust in a brand. Nathaniel (2026) emphasises the importance of IMC in maintaining brand consistency and supporting consumer engagement in the digital era. This centres on the importance of having retailers coordinate multiple channels and not operate them as stand-alone entities. Previous studies have identified some associations between IMC and customer response measures, but the associations are never studied as a set at a particular retail level. Shammout et al. (2025) reinforced the significance of the constructs of brand image, consumer trust, and customer engagement to consumer responses, thereby establishing a relation among the three concepts in marketing relationships. However, additional synthesis is needed to gain insight into how IMC relates to these outputs. Further, Monfort et al. (2025) noted the crucial role of a brand image in building consumer trust. Thus, there is a gap in existing literature with regard to the impact of IMC on customer engagement and IMC consistency on brand image and consumer trust in the retail industry context. This dissertation fills this void by critically reviewing such relationships in an extensive literature review.
[bookmark: _Toc241167058]1.3 Rationale, Significance and Timeliness
The study is of the right timing because multi-touch integrated communications are a growing retailer need. As many customers journey through a funnel today, this can involve multiple types of communication from the same retail entity, both before and after customers make a purchase. It is therefore important to keep these encounters coherent in order to create meaningful customer experiences. Saidu (2025) emphasizes how integrated communications contribute to enhancing brand trust and consumer mobilization, further justifying the role of coordinated communications in modern retail contexts. Academic justification for this study is the attempt to link the literature on the literature of IMC, customer engagement, brand image, and consumer trust, rather than using these outcomes as each stand-alone component. The research is also practically relevant as it can help retail players to create uniform communication strategies using better understanding of communication integration. The study can thus be of value for academic insight, as well as for managerial decisions relating to customer relationships and brand development.
[bookmark: _Toc241167059]1.4 Research Aim
This dissertation aims to critically research the use of Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) in the creation of customer engagement and to assess the relationship of IMC consistency in creating brand image and consumer trust in the retail industry.
[bookmark: _Toc241167060]1.5 Research Objectives
· RO1: To critically examine the relationship between Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) and customer engagement in the retail industry
· RO2: To critically evaluate the relationship between IMC consistency, brand image and consumer trust in the retail industry
[bookmark: _Toc241167061]1.6 Research Questions
· RQ1: How does Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) influence customer engagement in the retail industry?
· RQ2: To what extent does consistency in Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) influence brand image and consumer trust in the retail industry?
[bookmark: _Toc241167062]1.7 Scope and Delimitations
The dissertation itself revolves around the development and application of Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) from a retail point of view in digital and omnichannel communication worlds. Pragmatics, consistency, engagement, image, trust these are the main concepts studied in the concept-scope. Similarly, Butkouskaya et al., (2023) emphasize on uniformity, engagement and connectivity in omnichannel IMC, establishing the linkage between inter-dependent communication in different retailing points. This work thus highlights the effects of integrated communication on parameters more closely associated with the customer, beyond the scope of the analysis of other aspects of retail management, such as the management of the supply chain, pricing or the operational profile. In terms of the methodology, the study only covers an extended literature review method using secondary sources. Peer-reviewed academic journal articles, academic books and relevant industry reports will be included in the literature that is reviewed. The period of literature coverage suggested is from 2015 to 2026; however, those that have published earlier might be added if they contribute important theoretical guidance in understanding IMC. No primary surveys, interviews or direct consumer data collection is involved in the study. This distinction is used to focus the research specifically on the integrated communication and its relationships with customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust in the retail industry field.
[bookmark: _Toc241167063]1.8 Structure of the Dissertation
The dissertation is organised into six chapters. Chapter 1 presents the research context, problem, Rationale, aim, objectives, research questions and scope. Chapter 2 explains the methodology of the extended literature review, including the search strategy, databases, selection criteria and analytical approach. Chapter 3 presents the thematic literature review concerning IMC, customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust. Chapter 4 critically discusses and synthesises the literature findings in relation to the research questions. Chapter 5 presents the theoretical, managerial and research implications of the findings. Chapter 6 concludes the dissertation by summarising the principal findings, contributions, limitations and areas for future research.


[bookmark: _Toc241167064]Chapter 2: Methodology of the Extended Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc241167065]2.1 Introduction to the Methodology
The methodological framework that was discussed in this chapter is useful to study the relationship between Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) and customer engagement, customer image, and customer trust in the retail industry. The research was interpretivist philosophy, qualitative approach and inductive research approach. The research strategy consisted of extended structured literature review and the sources were the secondary ones from the academic and industry field. The methodology covered the literature search strategy, databases, keywords, inclusion and exclusion criteria, screening, quality assessment, data extraction and thematic analysis.
[bookmark: _Toc241167066]2.2 Research Philosophy
Research philosophy dealt with the epistemological beliefs which directed the understanding and research of knowledge. Gamage (2025) provided an understanding of the research philosophy in the choice of research design and methodological approaches. One way of looking at reality was objectivist which assumed it existed outside of the researcher, while interpretivist took an interest in meanings, perceptions and context interpretations. Subjectivity versus objectivity was linked to the assumption and needs of the specific research problem (Bayramova and Edwards, 2026). This study has adopted an interpretivist philosophy as the study aimed to comprehend the literature's attempts to describe the relationships between IMC, consumer engagement, communication consistency, brand image, and consumer trust. The research did not go into any extreme attempt to discover an absolute reality with a statistical test. Rather, various academic viewpoints and results were translated to gain understanding by studying IMC in retail. Given the qualitative and the literature-based nature of this investigation, this position was suitable.
[bookmark: _Toc241167067]2.3 Research Approach
One method of research called the logical path in which the evidence was looked at and the conclusions are drawn. Gamage (2025) characterized approaches based on the way knowledge is achieved: inductive approaches start with the specific evidence to the general pattern and interpretation. A deductive method would have started by discussing theories or hypotheses and then deduced as to what kind of evidence would justify the contentions formulated from the theories or hypotheses. Qualitative research proved to be extremely helpful in supplying interpretations of meaning, experiences and patterns for research material (Makateng and Mokala, 2025). Hence, the research in this study used inductive approach. The existing literature was analysed to find the consistent patterns related to IMC, customer involvement, uniformity of communication, brand image and consumer trust. This enabled themes to emerge from the literature selected instead of predetermined hypotheses being tested through research. The use of the approach was suitable as the research questions were related to relationship understanding obtained from previous studies.
[bookmark: _Toc241167068]2.4 Research Strategy: Extended Literature Review
The extended literature review included a systematic analysis and aggregation of pre-existing research on a specific research problem. According to Jamaluddin et al. (2025) library research is a process of finding the sources, assessing the sources and utilizing the sources in order to create an understanding about an area of research. The other methods of literature review were evidence locating and evidence organizing according to the research development (Susilawati et al., 2025). Research methods might have been used as an alternative, such as a survey, interviews, case studies or experimental research. These would have produced primary evidence, though, rather than focus on current knowledge. Literature-based search facilitated comparisons and synthesis of findings from various studies. The study was thus conducted with the application of an extended structured literature review, which is stipulated in the research proposal. The studied strategy was based on research regarding the concepts of IMC, customer engagement, IMC consistency, brand image, and consumer trust in context to the retail industry. It also enabled the identification of similarities and differences of the existing literature and gaps in research.
[bookmark: _Toc241167069]2.5 Literature Search Strategy
	Search no.
	Search string

	1
	"Integrated Marketing Communications" AND "customer engagement"

	2
	"IMC" AND "customer engagement" AND retail

	3
	"IMC consistency" AND "brand image"

	4
	"IMC consistency" AND "consumer trust"

	5
	"integrated marketing communication" AND retail AND digital

	6
	"omnichannel communication" AND retail AND engagement


[bookmark: _heading=h.yaiduhih6vxu][bookmark: _Toc241009228]Table 1: Search Strings
The method of identifying relevant publications was within a literature search strategy. It included pre-defined concepts, keywords and selection criteria to achieve focused evidence retrieval. Susilawati et al. (2025) emphasized the significance of organized phases in conducting literature searches. Boolean operators were employed in the study to narrow searches down to items that aligned with the study parameters of IMC, consumer engagement, consumer perception of the brand through image and trust as well.
[bookmark: _Toc241167070]2.6 Databases and Sources
Literature review was structured through academic databases thereby enhancing the credibility of the review. An important element in existing evidence research was appropriate selection of sources (Makateng and Mokala, 2025). The Academic coverage could take various forms from different databases. The study was conducted on the search engines as detailed in the research proposal, namely Google Scholar, ProQuest and Scopus. Google Scholar enabled a wide-ranging academic search and ProQuest accessed relevant business and management literature. The coverage by Scopus was multi-disciplinary. Reviewed literature included journals articles with peer review, books that were academic, and relevant articles and reports of the retail industry. These sources were chosen because they touched upon the topics of IMC, customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust and digital retail communication.
[bookmark: _Toc241167071]2.7 Keywords and Search Strings
The concepts that were the focus in finding the literature relevant to the research questions were called keywords. Keys and structured search were appropriate, facilitating the effective identification of studies (Susilawati et al., 2025). The main keywords that were used in the study were Integrated Marketing Communications, IMC, IMC implementation, Consistency of IMC, Customer engagement, Brand image, Consumer trust, Omnichannel communication, digital marketing and retail industry. The terms are directly extracted from the research questions and objectives. The terms were combined, and were applied to limit the search to literature in the specific relationships under study, using Boolean operators. Where appropriate, the search terms were cleaned up to make it more relevant and also to limit the number of dissimilar results.
[bookmark: _Toc241167072]2.8 Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
	Inclusion criteria
	Exclusion criteria

	· Publications from 2015–2026
· English-language sources
· Peer-reviewed journal articles
· Academic books
· Relevant industry reports
· Direct relevance to the research objectives
· Full-text publications
· Studies addressing IMC, engagement, brand image or trust
	· Publications outside the selected period unless theoretically foundational
· Non-English sources
· Opinion articles
· Non-academic online content
· Unverified online information
· Studies unrelated to IMC or the research questions
· Conference abstracts without full papers
· Studies lacking relevance to the retail/digital communication context

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	

	
	


[bookmark: _Toc241009229]Table 2: Inclusion and Exclusion Criteria
Appropriateness of publications for the review were decided with the use of inclusion and exclusion criteria. It is because structured library research needed structured procedures in selecting the sources needed which is relevant (Jamaluddin et al., 2025). There was a low risk of disparate source selection and a continued alignment with goals of the research due to predetermined criteria. Studies are considered on the basis of the criteria that are published in the period 2015-2026, written in English, and are directly linked to the research objectives. Any information pertaining to IMC, customer engagement, brand image, consumer trust, and similar communication principles, was judged to be relevant. Where these provided relevant evidence, peer-reviewed articles in journals and academic books and industry reports were taken into account. Literature works that did not focus on the research questions or had originally been published by an academically sound source, or repeated another source and/or did not give meaning to the research aim were excluded. Earlier foundational publications were kept to provide some theoretical foundations that were important.
[bookmark: _Toc241167073]2.9 Screening and Selection Process
Assessment of identified publications for relevance and eligibility is referred to as screening (Hermont et al., 2022). It suggested a process similar to PRISMA that includes identification, screening, eligibility, and final inclusion. There were four steps wherein the publications were first identified using predefined search strings in the databases Google Scholar, ProQuest and Scopus. Secondly, the duplication and obvious irrelevant publications were eliminated by titling and abstract screening. Thirdly, potentially relevant studies were evaluated using the inclusion and exclusion criteria by examining the full text. Lastly, publications that met the criteria were finalised for the thematic analysis. A PRISMA flow diagram has been included in appendix B that shows the number of records identified, screened, excluded and then included. This process gave clarity in the process of the final literature set.
[bookmark: _Toc241167074]2.10 Quality Assessment of Literature
The credibility, methodology and relevance of selected literature were assessed for quality, and findings were reported. Assessment of the sources was based on their peer-reviewed status, the quality of the journals in which the articles appeared, the methodological soundness, relevance, clarity of the findings and contribution to theory. ABS and ABDC ranking were taken on to aid in the selection of credible evidence for the thematic analysis process, where applicable.
[bookmark: _Toc241167075]2.11 Data Extraction and Thematic Analysis
Data extraction included focused recording of selected publications' contents, such as research context, purpose, methodology, theoretical perspective and key findings. As shown in Appendices B and C, a total of 24 studies have been finally extracted for data analysis, with 1 of the studies being excluded due to duplicacy. As inspired by Tusquellas et al. (2025), supporting elements were structured methodological stages in connection with the research-based conceptual development. Thematic analysis was chosen to highlight any recurring themes and connections. Structured analytical techniques were needed for qualitative research (Haouam, 2025). Finalised studies have been codes, similar related concepts have been organized and a total of 6 themes were created with respect to IMC, customer engagement, brand image and customer trust. 
[bookmark: _Toc241167076]2.12 Methodological Limitations
While several merits exist, the extended literature review methodology is limited in several ways. For instance, this study has lacked primary data from retail consumers because of relying on secondary sources. The results were thus restricted to the availability, quality and extent of the publications already available. The variation of research settings and methodology might also impact comparison between studies. Denscombe (2025) raised a concern of addressing current research practices critically and considering their assumptions. Research contexts and collaborative considerations might also influence methodological approaches (Carter et al., 2025). The conclusions were therefore drawn based on the evidence selected, not looked at as widely applicable. Potentially relevant studies outside the selected searched criterion could also not have been retrieved, as there was a predefined set of databases and selection criteria.
[bookmark: _Toc241167077]2.13 Chapter Summary
In this chapter, a methodological framework was created and grounded in the dissertation framework. It consisted of an interpretivist philosophy, qualitative and inductive approach, and extended structured literature review. Structured searches and predefined criteria and thematic analysis were used to find and evaluate secondary sources related to IMC, customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust.

[bookmark: _Toc241167078]Chapter 3: Thematic Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc241167079]3.1 Introduction
Current retail has evolved from a set of separate promotional efforts to being driven by digital and physical communications that are interdependent. IMC thus goes beyond advertising to social media, digital platforms, search optimisation, customer interactions, and omnichannel experiences. This section examines digital communication and trust, digital and omnichannel IMC, and the interrelationships between customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust. It ends up with a critical synthesis of points of consensus, of dissent, of methodological gaps and of gaps in the research field.
[bookmark: _Toc241167080]3.2 Thematic Classification
(Refer to Appendix C for thematic table)

[bookmark: _Toc241167081]3.3 Theme 1: Integrated marketing communications has built stronger connections amongst stakeholders in the retail industry
[bookmark: _Toc241167082]3.3.1 Concept and evolution of IMC
IMC is called in to coordinate various marketing communication activities so that it can deliver a coherent message and build stronger connections among organisations and stakeholders. The concept evolved from an earlier emphasis on coordinating promotional tools towards a broader approach involving multiple communication channels, organisational functions and customer interactions. Rehman et al. (2022) showed this progression in researching IMC's development in tandem with the advent of social media and digital communication. Their result showed that social media brought IMC out of the normal promotion process by making organizations more and more to communicate with the traditional media and consumer-generated media in a coordinated approach. The growth of IMC was reflected by growing academic focus on the concept. Qi et al. (2025) applied bibliometric analysis to the research on IMC from 2015 to 2024 to discover the evolution of knowledge structure and the new research areas. This proved that IMC was not just a limited promotional idea, but was also a wide-based research field. The bibliometric approach was also different from the practice-based approach that explored social media's integration into IMC (Rehman et al., 2022). This distinction has been important since it reflected the growth of the academic field and the impact of technological change on practical implementation of IMC. It was especially important to retail, as it had multiple touch points with consumers. 
Liem and Arief (2023) successfully demonstrated its practical application in one Cosmetic retail company where communication works as an integral part of the company’s marketing. They demonstrated through their case approach that IMC could be employed not just by individual promotions but coordinated organisational activities as well. This supported the view that IMC had developed towards a more organisation-wide process. At the same time, it was also clear that the evidence did not have one, singular definition of IMC. Beyond traditional commercial contexts, IMC can be used for a variety of other social and economic activities (Budianto and Dewi, 2024). This wider use suggested the potential for tailoring the principles of IMC to suit organisational needs and contexts. However, the applicability to retail was constrained due to this study taking place in a socio-economic context. The transition of the IMC was thus the move from tools to communication, from traditional to digital and social media, and from organisation to customer controlled communication. The developments were significant for the current research as they set the framework for studying the impact of integrated communication on customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust.
[bookmark: _Toc241167083]3.3.2 IMC as a strategic retail capability
IMC was regarded as a strategic capability of the retailer in relation to customer relationship, positioning and organisational performance through the integration of communication. Chaniago and Efawati (2022) studied IMC implementation in retail business from the viewpoint of Muslim consumers. Their results showed the significance of co-ordinated communication in retail interactions. This was important because it took IMC to the consumer level instead of just integrating it as a managerial process internally. The other one was the use of IMC in a cosmetic retailing business, which showed the organisational dimension of integrating the communication (Liem and Arief, 2023). The evocative comparison indicated that there were internal and external dimensions to IMC. Internally, retailers are required to coordinate their communication activities and externally themselves required to have a coherent and meaningful communication that matters to the customers. Ismaeel et al. (2025) investigated this strategic impact of integrated communication more by analysing the relationship between this set of variables and the consumer buying decision. According to their study, IMC had the potential to affect consumer decision making by linking communication integration and behavioural outcomes. The relationship outcomes studied in this dissertation, however, were a longer-term behaviour. Thus, impact on purchase decisions does not necessarily imply a higher level of customer engagement or consumer trust.
Technological skills got more and more linked to the strategic importance of IMC. AI could support the planning, execution and evaluation of IMC activities (Morton and Treviño-Benavides, 2025). This viewpoint took IMC beyond merely coordinating communications to data-informed decision making. AI might also help organisations assess the effectiveness of communication and modify messages more efficiently to enhance the benefits of the integration. It is, therefore, suggested that IMC can support a retail strategy in terms of communication coordination, consistency in the face of the market, and consumer decision making. Its strategic importance was however dependent upon the extent to which its communication activities linked with the customer and brand aims. For IMC, it seemed more than a marketing strategy. Tang (2025) highlighted the rapidly growing significance of data analytics and segmentation in retail marketing. The study did not look specifically at IMC, but the findings were relevant because data analytics can be used to target and coordinate marketing communications. It suggested the singular importance of information skills for modern IMC and the lack of using communicative skills. 
This strategic dimension was enhanced and supported by the digital transformation. Digital technologies and new communication channels created massive transformation in the domain of marketing communication (Nesterenko et al., 2023). This contributed to shift communication planning from a static to a more flexible and tech-based planning. Overall, the literature showed that IMC was strategically useful in relation to customer objectives and with regard to the organisation's objectives. Research on these varied in emphasis, though some focused on the consumer response, others on organisational implementation and newer research began to incorporate technology and data as a greater part of the consideration. This distinction led to the development of the idea for IMC to be viewed as a more sophisticated capability than a marketing activity.
[bookmark: _Toc241167084]3.3.3 Comparison of academic perspectives
Various representations in academic literature were found on the role of IMC in modern marketing. The first was that IMC is essentially a coordination tool for delivering different marketing communication activity. Yet another regarded IMC as an organisational competence that could help in managing customers, building the brand, and business performance. With the change of communication environment, more recent research is increasingly asking using digital technology, social media and data analytics to view IMC. These differences suggested that IMC has become not just a relatively focussed promotional campaign, but a multi-channel communication management strategy. Based on this, Qi et al. (2025) carried out a bibliometric analysis on the research regarding IMC published in the last decade from 2015 to 2024, and showed the role that IMC has taken in recent years. They determine the knowledge structure, the emerging themes, as well as the future directions in the field of IMC. The goal of this view was to offer a general overview of the evolution of academic analysis of IMC over time. However, by integrating social media in IMC, it shows the way in which technology has impacted the area of IMC in an actual way (Rehman et al., 2022). Contrarily, the focus of Qi et al. (2025) was on the development and structure of academic knowledge. Rehman et al. (2022) focused more directly on how the use of social media affected communication practices. As the difference between these perspectives showed, IMC research had shifted from a relatively linear communication angle of view to a more complex and interactive digital space.
There were also significant variations in the retail literature. Chaniago and Efawati (2022) attended upon IMC implementation from Muslim consumers' standpoint and showed what integrated communication means to the customers in retail business. Their consumer view was quite different from the organisational view of cosmetic retail (Liem and Arief, 2023). The latter showed that coordinated marketing activities as an implementation of IMC within a specific retail organisation is possible. This comparison suggested that IMC can be seen from a consumer and organisational point of view, each giving a different perspective on communication integration. Ismaeel et al. (2025) focused on consumer buying decisions and gave evidence on the behavioural impact of IMC. Their object of study was not focused on studies of communication in practice or the growth of IMC as a discipline. Based on the findings, it was implied that responses from consumers might be more impacted by integrated communication, but purchase responses were closer to the immediate effects than the more general relational effects evaluated in the present research. These differences between studies were thus of significance to the research question. IMC as a strategic concept was shown to be relevant to retail, with the literature showing that there is no one specific pathway through which communication integration was shown to lead to consumer outcomes. Communication coordination was dwelled upon in some studies, consumer behaviour in others and new research to focus undeniably on digital transformation. This variation has indicated that the effectiveness of IMC might be influenced by communication context, channels used and nature of consumer interaction. The present research thus continued this discussion by analysing the interaction between customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust as the outcomes of IMCOM.
[bookmark: _Toc241167085]3.4 Theme 2: There is a positive relationship between IMC and Customer Engagement in the retail industry
[bookmark: _Toc241167086]3.4.1 Conceptualising customer engagement
Customer engagement was defined as customer interactions with a brand beyond sales. It may be in the form of active participation, communication, emotional engagement and sustained involvement with organisations. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) offered pertinent evidence because they looked into how the consistency of communication and the co-ordination of channels evolved customer involvement. This study has been valuable in treating customer engagement as a result of integrated communication instead of the result of promotion. It used structural equation modelling to examine relationships between communication integration, channel coordination and customer engagement. Though this approach provided empirical data on relationships between integration and engagement, the perspective of front line employees was factored in making it difficult to solely interpret the data in the consumer's context. However, Ismaeel et al. (2025) took a unique approach by studying the effect of IMC on purchase decisions. Their findings indicated an effect on behavioural decision-making of the integrated communication. This was a narrower definition of consumer response than that used in research focused solely on engagement. This distinction implied that IMC may produce immediate behaviour change, whereas engagement was a more comprehensive, possibly more relational, outcome. Therefore, customer engagement was relevant to the study as it examined the audience's involvement with the retailers and brands in the communication. Engagement should not end at buying behaviour though. Consumers might buy without making a contribution to meaningful connections with brands, or other consumers could engage with social media content or give feedback without purchasing right then.
[bookmark: _Toc241167087]3.4.2 Influence of IMC on customer engagement
The level of communication consistency and channel coordination when discussed together were clearly linked to IMC and customer engagement. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) showed that integration, at both communication and channel levels, can be used for supporting customer engagement behaviour. They also have found that attitudes towards marketing communication and attitude towards realisation of synergy are relevant mechanisms. This was a sign that integration was by no means a guarantee of engagement as consumer and employee reactions to the communication were also highly significant. Chaniago and Efawati (2022) have shown the importance of IMC from the consumers' point of view in the retail business. They concluded that integrated communication is critical in influencing consumer perceptions. However, their analysis was directed at Muslim customers, which could lead to an interpretation of the results through a cultural and contextual lens. This comparison indicated that communication integration had an effect on customer engagement as did the context of the communication. Communication coordination was significant, but the communication must be meaningful to certain groups of customers (Chaniago and Efawati, 2022). This meant retailers should merge the consistency of message with relevance of message to the receiver. Zhang et al. (2025) has analysed the application of price promotion to FMCG retail and behaviour of consumers during the buying process. The study did not directly address IMC but the results were applicable as promotional communication was one part of the communication process. 
The study showed that promotional tactics might have a behavioural impact on consumers. However, reacting to a price incentive did not mean that people were engaged in the product, instead it could be a short-term transactional reaction. This was significant for the research question. In the short term when buying is the only consideration, IMC may be undervalued. Customer engagement was about a wider consumer-organisation bond. Communication had to offer space for interaction and participation, not just transactions. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) offered better proof for this wider picture by specifically associating customer engagement and communication and channel integration. It also stated that the workers were key players in omnichannel retailing. This proved that consistency throughout customer organisation interactions would enhance customer engagement over and beyond just outside communication campaigns. Obtained literature, therefore, indicated that IMC works through the mechanisms of coordination, consistency and interaction. The relationship, however, did not necessarily have to be linear. Communication may raise awareness or prompt customers to buy, but never generate long lasting engagement (Sicilia and Palazón, 2023). Thus, the quality of communications and level of channel coordination and consumer response were significant.
[bookmark: _Toc241167088]3.4.3 Digital communication and engagement
The use of digital communication has significantly altered how customers communicated with retailers. Rehman et al. (2022) illustrated how social media emerged as a new and crucial part of modern day IMC, as brands can grasp the interest of consumers and also get feedback from them via consumer-produced content. The results of their study indicated that digital media could enhance IMC by adding interaction and dialogue. Unlike earlier methods of communication, which differed around the control of communication being taken up by organisations. Digital platforms enabled consumers to respond, share and modify brand related content. Digital IMC, on the other hand, presented new challenges to maintaining consistency and opportunities for further engagement. Handayani et al. (2022) showed the application of digital marketing as an integrated communication program in the activities of Village Based Enterprises. The context indicated that digital IMC could be instead specialized to local culture than applied monotonously in a uniform way. This was significant as it highlighted that engagement with digital was partly relevant to the situation. 
Tang (2025) further highlighted the importance of data analytics and customer segmentation in retail marketing. Data-driven methods can be used to detect customer traits and plan more effective communication. However, over-targeting may raise privacy and intrusiveness issues, potentially leading to reduced engagement. As immersive technologies grow in use, so do retail communications. The study by Fan et al. (2025) used a meta-analysis to explore the use of augmented and virtual reality in retail marketing and showed the rising significance of immersive technologies in retail marketing experiences. Immersive technologies offer the potential to engage customers more than traditional digital communication, in terms of their participation. Therefore, the evidence pointed towards a growth of opportunities for customer engagement through digital communication. Despite this, the impact was only realized if retailers were able to work with digital channels as part of their overall communication efforts. Digital engagement should therefore be considered as a part of IMC and not as a stand-alone component of the marketing mix.
[bookmark: _Toc241167089]3.5 Theme 3: IMC Consistency and Brand Image
[bookmark: _Toc241167090]3.5.1 Concept of communication consistency
The consistency of messages conveyed across multiple channels was indicated by communication consistency. For IMC, consumers had to see, hear and understand brands at various points in their contact. Rehme et al. (2022) showed how important it is to have consistent brand communication through IMC and social media. Consistency also proved to be important as demonstrated through empirical evidence. Consistency and coordination in communication channels were related to customers' engagement in retail stores (Sicilia and Palazón, 2023). This study included brand image because of the possibility of brand consistency affecting how customers see the organisation through each touchpoint. Communication consistency should not equate with duplicate communication. Rashkova et al. (2024) studied international brands and analysed standardisation and adaptation in online IMC. They showed that there was a strategic dilemma in communicating with a consistent message despite market variation. This implied a consistent underpinning of the brand image, not a matching of the language in each market. This was important for the retailers addressing multiple segments and markets. Many times, standardization will diminish the regional relevance and adaptation will dilute overall brand identity. Consistency in communication seemed to be a balance between a common brand meaning and contextual flexibility.
[bookmark: _Toc241167091]3.5.2 IMC consistency and brand image
Brand image was defined as what consumers associate and think about a brand. Integrated communication might impact these perceptions through reiteration of congruent brand meanings. Rehman et al. (2022) proved that there is a potential contribution of IMC and social media for a coherent brand communication between them. Chakraborty and Jain (2022) analysed digital marketing and IMC in emerging markets with respect to brand building. They showed how digital communication can be used to aid in brand positioning and identity. However, their emerging-market view was not specifically focused on retail organisations, so contextual factors could shape the interpretation of the communication. Affonso and Janiszewski (2023) studied the impact perceived structure had on brand performance. Their findings suggested that the process used to derive brand-related information might impact brand outcomes. This was in line with IMC literature, which indicated that brand image was not just a function of having multiple communication channels. Structure and communication perception was also a factor. 
Butkouskaya et al. (2023) studied omnichannel IMC and customer satisfaction with the service in retail settings. They found evidence that synced messages in multi-channel communication can help to shape consumers' impressions of goods and services. While satisfaction was not the same as brand image, perceptions of the retailer that were favourable by the evaluative conditions studied might well contribute to satisfaction. The comparison indicated that keeping the same message across the different touchpoints could help to establish a consistent image of the brand. The impact of the communication was, however, dependent on its perceived coherence and credibility by customers. A lack of service quality and an incoherent organisational behaviour could not be balanced by consistency. The application of IMC in a cosmetics retail business includes co-ordinating various marketing actions (Liem and Arief, 2023). This depicts the need to communicate the brand throughout the organisational activities, which is not solely through advertising. This means that the whole communication experience might help influence brand image.
[bookmark: _Toc241167092]3.5.3 Cross-channel communication
As consumers engage with retailers through web pages, social media, in-store sites and other digital channels, communication across these channels has gained increasing significance. Butkouskaya et al. (2023) showed how omnichannel IMC may affect the satisfaction due to product and retail services. Their conclusion was that communication integration should go beyond just enhancing existing communication tools. The authors of Sicilia and Palazón (2023) also found that consistency in communication and coordination across channels could enhance customer engagement. These two studies provided a comparison, showing that there may be several avenues to cross-channel integration. The one study was on satisfaction, while the other was on engagement, raising potential for the channel coordination to shape different aspects of customer experiences. Rashkova et al. (2024) tackled another aspect, namely the issue of standardisation and adaptation. Their findings indicated that global brands need to be consistent while adapting to the local market. This contravened the notion that maximum consistency was always wanted. The content on each channel should therefore not be identical. Rather, the central brand identity and strategic brand message should be consistent, but communication method and message might vary depending on the platform. This was especially relevant to retail as channels were deemed suitable for different types of consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc241167093]3.5.4 Contrasting academic findings
Although the literature generally agreed that integrated and consistent communication was valuable, some of the literature differed on how much consistency was needed. From the perspective of coordination, Rehman et al. (2022) illustrated how effective coordination has been an efficient way to ensure coherence in brand communication. Research on standardisation and adaptation also showed the significance of contextual flexibility (Rashkova et al., 2024). However, omnichannel integration has affected consumers’ satisfaction with services and products (Butkouskaya et al. 2023). Affonso and Janiszewski (2023) further demonstrated that perceptual structure can affect brand performance. Both viewpoints suggested that brand outcome was not just related to the number of communication channels that were utilized. The key lesson here was the assumption that consistency of communication must not be rigid. Retailers had to make sure that the key product meanings weren't lost and that they changed communications as per the channel and consumer. Thus expect the relationship between the consistency and the brand image to be the strongest if consistency was combined with relevance, clarity and appropriate adaptation.
[bookmark: _Toc241167094]3.6 Theme 4: IMC fosters consumer trust, and engagement while promoting the overall brand image
[bookmark: _Toc241167095]3.6.1 Understanding consumer trust
Consumer trust meant consumers' confidence in an organisation, brand or communication. In the retail sector, the importance of trust is especially salient, as consumers face a variety of touchpoints for these brands and sought to determine the legitimacy of content they were receiving. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) found that consistency and channel coordination played a role in developing customer engagement. It did not measure the trust directly, but indicated that reliable communication could help foster more cohesive customer/retailer interactions. Rehman et al. (2022) also noted good brand communication throughout the IMC elements and social media. Their research implications related to trust, as they discovered that unequal messages may result in inconsistencies in brand identity and expectations. However, their study was more emphatically geared towards integration of communication than the specific outcome of trust. This separation showed an interesting shortcoming in the literature. Previous studies have examined outcomes like engagement, brand image, satisfaction, or purchase behaviour, with far fewer that had a specific focus on consumer trust. 
[bookmark: _Toc241167096]3.6.2 Communication consistency and trust formation
Communication consistency may also lead to trust as repeated and coherent messages may reduce uncertainties about what a retailer represents. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) proved that communication and channels can be coordinated to enhance engagement results. Relationally, these interactions can give the consumer more predictable experiences if consistent. The available evidence had not turned out to be a recipe for consistent outcomes, however, which equated to trust. It is, however, true that integrated communication enhances customer assessment, wherein satisfaction and trust were two completely different things (Butkouskaya et al. 2023). Rashkova et al. (2024) emphasized the need for adaptation as well as standardization. This is applicable to trust because over standardised or insensitive communication could damage the credibility of the message. Thus, there must be consistency, but also relevance to the context. There was then a conservative interpretation of the literature. Predictable brand meanings could engender trust through consistency in communication. However, authenticity, transparency and real customer experience would likely be other key drivers of trust.
[bookmark: _Toc241167097]3.6.3 Transparency and authenticity
The links between transparency and authenticity and the credibility of marketing communication were very strong. These are very important traits, given the rise of digital communication, where consumers could research, roam and then give a public response to brand messages. Similarly, Rehman et al. (2022) found that social media did turn the IMC landscape more interactive between organisations and consumers. This increased opportunities of engagement, yet additionally made it tougher to control communication consistency. Consumer generated content may complement brand communication as well, but at the same time may also have the potential to bring in messaging that is contrary to the brand position advocated by the organisation. Morton and Treviño-Benavides (2025) studied the role of AI in IMC and showed how AI might be able to assist with IMC planning, implementation, and evaluation. These technologies would both enhance targeting and uniformity, but also had questions regarding communication authenticity. Consumers may not be as trustful with automated communication if they feel that it has been automated too much, which is the same as consistency with technology might not equal trust. 
The study by Arachchi and Samarasinghe (2025) focused on understanding consumer perceptions of the AI retail environment and their connections with consumer attitudes and purchase intention. Their research revealed that customers' reactions to AI-enabled shopping environments was a new field of study. The results were unable to be interpreted as a direct effect on trust in AI-generated communication, however. It suggested that with the use of Artificial Intelligence and automated communication becoming common in the retail sector, transparency and authenticity may become paramount. There is always a need to keep communication consistent and make it easy to understand by consumers (Rashkova et al. 2024). Therefore, only technological consistency is not enough to build trust. A research opportunity was, therefore, identified in the literature as a theme across the compilation. Although there was very good evidence available with regard to IMC, for communication consistency, customer engagement, brand image and digital retail communication, there was still not much evidence directly about IMC consistency and consumer trust. The gap increased the relevance of the present dissertation by focusing on the role of integrated marketing communications in fostering consumer trust along with customer engagement and brand image.
[bookmark: _Toc241167098]3.6.4 Digital communication and trust
[bookmark: _heading=h.rza46qxkkvk7]Digital communication has altered our valuation of a brand due to access to and comparison of information across various platforms. According to Rehman et al. (2022), social media is becoming a vital part of IMC, allowing communication and interaction between organisations and consumers. Messages that are consistent across these platforms can then give consumers more reliable information about a brand. Rachmawati and Afifi (2022) showed that organisations must adapt communication practices to a changing media landscape and remain integrated with digital IMC. This indicates that digital presence is not enough to establish trust; coordination of communication activities is also crucial. If customers are exposed to consistent messaging from every touchpoint, confusion about the brand could subside. In international retail communication, the need for consistency and the need for contextual adaptation are very important. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.uz54kdmdlmu6]There is a conflict between standardised and adapted online IMC strategies (Rashkova et al. 2024). This is because standardisation can aid recognisable brand communication, and adaptation can enhance contextual relevance. Too much adaptation can, however, introduce some inconsistencies and reduce the brand identity. Julkunen et al. (2026) showed how the perceptions of sustainability marketing initiatives may differ across cultures. This is relevant since there are often sustainability, quality and corporate responsibility claims in digital communication. These therefore should be relevant and believable to consumers, within the contexts they are likely to interpret. AI is bringing a new layer of digital communication. Morton and Treviño-Benavides (2025) discussed the use of AI in planning, implementing and assessing IMC. While AI can boost efficiency and coordination, the more things are automated raises the question of authenticity. Digital communication in this sense may facilitate consumers' confidence, in terms of coherence, transparency and credibility, not just in terms of technology.
[bookmark: _Toc241167099]3.7 Theme 5: Digital and Omnichannel IMC promotes better customer engagement in the retail sector
Digitalisation has led to more channels of communication between the retailer and the consumer. The website, social media, search engines, applications, and physical stores are now seamless, single omni-channel touchpoints for consumers. This can lead to room for engagement and customisation, as well as make it harder to keep the brand communication on track.
[bookmark: _Toc241167100]3.7.1 Digital transformation of IMC
Nesterenko et al. (2023) recognised digital transformation as a key driver of today's marketing communication. Retailers are now able to synchronise messages across multiple platforms and get fast information on consumers' responses. Digital IMC has, therefore, shifted its focus from one-way to more interactive communication settings. Social media has shown its importance in IMC, as customers can engage in brand communication (Rehman et al., 2022). This is a major initiative that will create awareness, interaction and feedback in parallel on digital platforms. Tang (2025) showed the retail insights gained from predictive modelling and customer segmentation to shape marketing decisions. Data analytics makes communication, therefore, more targeted by consumers' characteristics and behaviours. This also means that eCommerce retailers need to ensure there is communication and real-time action with customers. Morton and Treviño-Benavides (2025) also showed the expanding ways that AI is involved in the IMC planning, implementation, and evaluation. Digital transformation is, therefore, seen as an organisational ability based on the integration of technology, data and communication, and not just the use of only digital tools.
[bookmark: _Toc241167101]3.7.2 Omnichannel communication
Omnichannel communication is a conversation about the consumer's journey from online to offline and vice versa. Butkouskaya et al. (2023) reported that there was a correlation between omnichannel IMC and product and retail service satisfaction. This means that integrated communication has the potential to affect consumer perceptions beyond just promotion. Liem and Arief (2023) found that this integrated communication in cosmetic retail is relevant for understanding how the various communication activities can be embedded in the retail marketing strategy. One consumer might find a product on social media and research on the web; this continuity is more critical than ever before. Rashkova et al. (2024) demonstrated that international online brands need to balance standardisation and adaptation. Consistency doesn't necessarily have to mean being exactly the same content across the little screens. It is not communication across the brand that should change, however, but rather the way the communication is adjusted to fit the situation of the channel and consumer.
[bookmark: _Toc241167102]3.7.3 Personalisation versus consistency
A tension has emerged in the world of digital technologies between personalised communication and consistent brand identity. Tang (2025) demonstrated the supporting role of analytics and segmentation in more targeted marketing in retail. Personalisation can then help to make communication more relevant by matching the communication with consumer properties. Rehman et al. (2022), however, highlighted the need for a coherent brand communication through IMC and social media. If different consumers receive quite different brand meanings, this excess personalisation can break up communication. Affonso and Janiszewski (2023) showed that perceptual structure can have a negative impact on the performance of brands. This serves to reiterate the need to maintain a recognisable brand linkage even in personalised communication. Retailers must remember that while they should strive to be relevant, consistency is not mutually exclusive.
[bookmark: _Toc241167103]3.7.4 Challenges of digital IMC
A key issue is fragmentation in the channels, given that each retailer operates across a growing number of channels. In the study by Rachmawati and Afifi (2022), it is shown that communication practices in the digital environment must adjust to media changes. More flexibility can yield more relevance, but it can also increase coordination challenges. The other challenges depend on the level of technological complexity. According to Morton and Treviño-Benavides (2025), AI has the potential to impact multiple phases of IMC. To link technological infrastructure with communication goals and not presume that technological tools in and of themselves will improve the way people communicate. As suggested by Fan et al. (2025), AR and VR can impact retail marketing results. Enabling technologies create immersive consumer experiences but only when part of a broader communications strategy. Digital IMC is thus under pressure to manage channels, technologies and consumers within a single context at the same time.
[bookmark: _Toc241167104]3.8 Theme 6: Customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust are interlinked 
[bookmark: _Toc241167105]3.8.1 Interrelationship Between IMC and Customer Engagement
Customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust cannot be considered as completely separate ones. They can interact through consumers' experience with brand communication. This is critical as all three of the following consumer interactions (with IMC), brand perceptions and trust in brand information can be affected at once. Customer engagement is not the end of the exposure process; it's about the interaction with the brand by the customer. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) directly linked consistency of communication and coordination of the channels to customer engagement. Their results show that effective communication can create a space that facilitates user engagement in greater depth. Social media is cited as a significant IMC element, as internet platforms give consumers an opportunity for involvement in communication (Rehman et al. 2022). Communication can be interactive with coherent brand means therefore also be a basis for engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc241167106]3.8.2 Customer Engagement and Brand Image Formation
Repeated interactions could affect the brand image since it transmits information to the customer and they make their interpretation about the brand. Implementation of IMC has been studied from consumers' point-of-view and showed the role of consumers' perceptions of integrated communication (Chaniago and Efawati, 2022). Affonso et al. (2023) demonstrated how perceptual structure might impact brand performance. This means that even if they are engaged with the brand, information conveyed to them needs to establish meaningful and coherent relationships. Brand perceptions can continuously be improved with consistent interactions.
[bookmark: _Toc241167107]3.8.3 Brand Image and Consumer Trust Development
The brand image is important since consumers rely on their collective perceptions to rate the credibility and dependability of the brand. Shammout et al. (2025) focused on brand image, consumer trust and customer engagement in the light of sustainable marketing and intended purchase. Rashkova et al. (2024) noted that international brands should keep a balance between the process of standardisation and adaptation. The processing of sufficiently legible and understandable communication in various contexts can give clearer indications of brand identity. If it's inconsistent, it could be harder for consumers to make sense of the meaning of a brand.
[bookmark: _Toc241167108]3.8.4 Integrated Relationship Between Customer Engagement, Brand Image and Consumer Trust
An interconnected framework of consumer outcomes, not engagement, image and trust, has been supported by the literature. Shammout et al. (2025) actually investigated these three constructs simultaneously, favouring their co-existence in driving consumer responses. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) include the communication dimension by detailing how communication consistency, channel coordination and engagement are related. This indicates that IMC can create a base on which communication activities can impact consumer outcomes. However, the literature does not establish a universal causal sequence. The reactions of consumers may differ based on their channel, product type, culture, and perceived credibility. IMC can thus provide avenues for engagement and coherent brand perceptions, but the amount of trust that consumers hold varies depending on how they interpret these experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc241167109]3.9 Critical Synthesis and Research Gap
[bookmark: _Toc241167110]3.9.1 Areas of agreement
A key point of consensus is that IMC is not about one-off communications. Rehman et al. (2022) showed that integration played an important role in social media communication. Similarly, Sicilia and Palazón (2023) tie management's communication consistency and channel coordination to customer engagement. Another shared trait that continues to emerge throughout is digital transformation. Digital transformation has been recognised as one of the significant factors affecting marketing communications (Nesterenko et al., 2023). Butkouskaya et al. (2023) also highlighted that omnichannel IMC has a positive relationship with consumer satisfaction. The results clearly show that today's retail communication increasingly demands coordination from a complex mix of touchpoints.
[bookmark: _Toc241167111]3.9.2 Areas of disagreement
Despite agreement about integration, differences remain regarding how integration should be achieved. Rashkova et al. (2024) emphasised the gap between standardisation and adaptation. This means consistency is not always based on the same communications in each market or each channel. There have also been variations in the literature in the way that outcomes are discussed. Ismaeel et al. (2025) analysed consumer buying decisions. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) concentrated on customers' involvement, while Shammout et al. (2025) combined brand image, trust and engagement in the same study. This variation highlights that there are several outcomes related to IMC though there is a lack of systematic investigation of their linkages.
[bookmark: _Toc241167112]3.9.3 Methodological gaps
The literature exhibits methodological diversity, such as bibliometric analysis, systematic review, case study, empirical studies, and meta-analysis. Bibliometric analysis was employed to conduct an examination of the development of IMC knowledge (Qi et al., 2025). Fan et al. (2025) used meta-analysis to investigate augmented and virtual reality in retail marketing. This diversity constitutes composite evidence but complicates direct comparisons, as it is studied through contexts, technologies and outcomes across diverse populations. Liem and Arief (2023, for instance, limited the generalisation to a cosmetic retail company, considering contextual evidence in detail. Although Sicilia and Palazón (2023) did address evidence of consistency and engagement of communication, they did not fully explore brand image and consumer trust. 
[bookmark: _Toc241167113]3.9.4 Research gap
Customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust in retail will be a central gap, as this should be examined as a whole within the integrated IMC exam. Individual relationships and communication consistency, marketing involvement and satisfaction, and brand image and trust are issues that have been explored in existing research. These relationships have most often not been consolidated and investigated with a retail-oriented perspective. Sicilia and Palazón (2023) offered a significant framework for coordination and engagement in communication. It is, however, not comprehensive in addressing the relationship between engagement and brand image and brand trust. Shammout et al. (2025) showed a better-grounded link between the three constructs of consumers, but in the context of sustainable marketing and not integrated retail communication. Communication complexity has grown due to digital technologies, making the gap even greater. Morton and Treviño-Benavides (2025) noted that AI is emerging as a powerful tool for IMC. As stated by Tang (2025), analytics and segmentation play a crucial role in retail marketing. Retailers, therefore, have to seek a balance between consistency, personalisation, coordination and technological integration more and more. The current study explores this issue by analysing how IMC is an integrated competence of communication and by examining its association with customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust in the context of retail.
[bookmark: _Toc241167114]3.10 Chapter Summary
This chapter examined past studies on digital communication, omnichannel IMC, customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust. Analysis has revealed that there have been more opportunities as well as greater difficulties in the journey of integrated communication enabled by digital transformation. Consistency and coordination play a role in engagement and coherent perceptions of the brand, whereas trust can be affected by the credibility and interpretation of communication. However, there is a sparse collection of research that has studied IMC consistency, customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust in retail, thus providing a foundation for the research gap to be filled in this dissertation.


[bookmark: _Toc241167115]Chapter 4: Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc241167116]4.1 Introduction
Results obtained from critical analysis of literature and themes have been further discussed to reflect the role of IMC in building customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust for the retail industry. It highlights the integration of IMC, digital transformation, customer engagement, communication consistency, brand image, building consumer trust and how it all interrelates. It also reflects on points of convergence and divergence before pinpointing a research gap, then creating a conceptual framework that is applicable in the retail context.
[bookmark: _Toc241167117]4.2 Integration of Findings: IMC as a strategic retail communication capability
[bookmark: _Toc241167118]4.2.1 Integration and coordination of marketing communications
There is literature out there that says IMC should be treated as a strategic skill for coordinating communication activities. Ismaeel et al. (2025) have proven that IMC affects buying decisions, where integrated communication changes consumer responses. Additionally, Rehman et al. (2022) pointed out the importance of social media in IMC and its relationship with other marketing activities. Butkouskaya et al. (2023) revealed in retail that omnichannel IMC had an impact on product and retail service satisfaction, indicating the importance of omnichannel IMC within the customer journey. Effective integration doesn't mean using the same messages in all channels of communication. Retailers must translate brand meanings that are consistent across platforms and resonate with buyers' expectations. Accordingly, IMC should be a combination of communication coherence, channel coordination and contextual flexibility to facilitate coherent and relevant consumer experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc241167119]4.2.2 IMC in the contemporary digital retail environment
The area of IMC is not limited to the digitalization transformation. Nesterenko et al. (2023) proved that digital transformation has revolutionized marketing communications and to date, the world of communications has become more connected than ever before. There are now a variety of ways retailers can be channelled from websites, social media, applications, search engines, and offline channels at any time. Customer data is an additional important part of communication as well. Retailers can gain insights into consumer preference and behaviour from data collected from digital interactions. This can bring about greater opportunities for targeted communication, while also increased linkages to other IMC objectives and customer information. Butkouskaya (2026) noted that AI, CRM and IMC are gradually being combined in the communication field. AI streamlines communication and improves accuracy, but this does not necessarily mean that benefits for other integration factors come with it. In retailing, technology still needs to provide effective communication and improve the retail experience. In conclusion, the modern retail IMC context can be seen as a blend of communication coordination, digital interaction, customer information and technological features. The first challenge is how to build these capabilities and deliver on the cohesive brand experience.
[bookmark: _Toc241167120]4.3 Discussion of IMC and Customer Engagement
[bookmark: _Toc241167121]4.3.1 How integrated communication encourages customer engagement
Customer engagement is now a critical measurement for companies communicating brands to consumers in digital spaces. Duffett and Maraule (2024) showed the Importance of Digital Marketing Communication on customer engagement and Purchase-related attitude of Generation Z customers. By delivering opportunities to engage through social media, websites, applications and offline locations, integrated communication can help spread conversations. Research conducted by Rehman et al. (2022) revealed that social media can be integrated into the broader IMC program, suggesting that coordination plays a critical role in improving engagement with digital channels. Differences in messages from one channel to another can harm the formation of a unified brand relationship. Thus, with coordination, relevance and interaction, IMC can facilitate customer engagement. Ultimately, retailers have to balance these elements, as neither overly informative nor too engaging on its own might diminish the effectiveness of the overall customer relationship.
[bookmark: _Toc241167122]4.3.2 Critical comparison of findings on customer engagement
The literature does not consider 'customer engagement' as one outcome. Additional studies explore attitudes and purchase intentions or general consumer responses or interactions. This implies that engagement may include behavioural and relational aspects. Differences can also be attributed to the role of the communication platform. Each social media channel is unique and has its own mode of communication and advertising expectations, so the same message may not yield the same response from the two channels (Rosário and Dias, 2023). Thus, the relationship between the communication approach and platform is part of engagement. Consumer traits could also play a role in engagement. Generation Z consumers can engage with digital content differently than other demographics. Retail categories also have different levels of product involvement and frequency of purchase. Thus, it is important to take into account the fact that IMC, in relation to customer engagement, is not necessarily the same.
[bookmark: _Toc241167123]4.4 Discussion of IMC consistency and brand image
[bookmark: _Toc241167124]4.4.1 Communication consistency and brand perceptions
Brand image is a collection of consumer perceptions of brand communication and experiences. Jusuf Indriani (2024) said that an integrated marketing strategy was able to improve brand recognition of the brand, because coordinated marketing communication could enhance brand recognition. While awareness alone does not ensure a positive brand image, repetition can convey information that triggers the formation of brand associations. Perera et al. (2023) studied social media marketing, Brand credibility and brand equity, which shows the importance of credible communication in brand assessments. This means that to enhance consumer perceptions, communication consistency must be matched by credibility. Gómez-Rico et al. (2023) studied the relationship between brand communication, brand image, brand preference and preference intention. In doing so, their study highlights the need for brands to communicate consistently. Retailers can thus build recognisable and stable brand associations through consistent communication across touchpoints. At the same time, though, consistency should not mean repeating the same message and becoming annoying. Retailers can tailor content across channels to maintain core brand value, brand identity, and brand positioning. The key to the brand image is in knowing how to meet consistency with appropriate flexibility.
[bookmark: _Toc241167125]4.4.2 Standardisation, adaptation and brand image
A tension between standardisation and adaptation is an important one for retailers serving multiple markets. According to Sudirjo (2023), marketing plays a strategic role in making products competitive in international markets. It underscores the importance of organisations reacting to varying market conditions and having a clear competitive position. Where there is complete standardisation, this can support consistency but can decrease contextualisation. On the other hand, too much adaptation can lead to a homogeneous experience of a brand in one place, but a very different experience, or even non-existence, in other places. Retailers need to maintain key brand associations while evolving communication when required, if they want to effectively adopt IMC. This is especially true of digital retail as websites, apps & social media reach different audiences in different modes of communication. Retailers have the option to adapt the content to each channel and hold consistent brand connotations. Therefore, the brand image is built by providing potential consistency and context at the same time.
[bookmark: _Toc241167126]4.5 Discussion of IMC consistency and consumer trust
Consumer trust can be built when information from the brand is perceived to be reliable, credible and consistent with their experiences. Effective communication can help eliminate uncertainty by providing consumers with a consistent message over multiple channels. Especially for communication about sustainability. Correia et al. (2023) explored the phenomenon of green marketing communication and consumer green purchase behaviour and found that the phenomenon of marketing communication is relevant to consumer responses towards green claims. This kind of communication is credible because consumers may judge whether the claims are backed up by organisational practices. Trust isn't assured with consistency alone, though. Consumers can feel sceptical when the repeated message is perceived as being exaggerated or unsubstantiated. Trust relies on communication and also the credibility of the company and the consumer's true experience. IMC consistency should therefore be interpreted as part of trust-building instead of the main cause of trust construction. Communication must be accompanied by accurate information and reliable experiences. This is particularly relevant in a digital environment where both information and its availability for comparison are ubiquitous.
With digitalisation, transparency and authenticity become even more relevant, as consumers can easily compare across platforms. Malthouse and Copulsky (2023) explored AI ecosystems for marketing communications, noting the growing technological complexity of today's marketing communication. AI can also impact marketing decision-making. As Ljepava (2022) stated, AI can be used at each step of the marketing process, increasing the hand of technology in communication decisions. When consumers engage with communication created using technology, it's important that it's transparent; otherwise, it might be less efficient and less relevant. Theodorakopoulos and Theodoropoulou (2024) emphasised the significance of big data analytics in the understanding of consumer behaviour in digital marketing. Relevant communication is made easier with data, but an overuse of consumer data also increases the importance of transparency. Hence, the goal of achieving authenticity in building digital trust is essential. Personalised communication can be useful if clearly relevant and true to the message, but it can feel forced if there is too much automation. Retailers need to ensure that technology supports transparent, credible and consistent communication.
[bookmark: _Toc241167127]4.6 Interrelationship between customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust
[bookmark: _Toc241167128]4.6.1 Engagement, brand image and trust as interconnected outcomes
Customer engagement can be seen as a key component of consumer experience, as can brand image and consumer trust. Engagement creates opportunities for interaction; repeated interactions can influence brand perceptions, and credible brand perceptions can contribute to trust. Nikhashemi et al. (2025) discussed virtual brand community engagement and consumer brand identification in the context of brand recovery. Their study highlights the role of engagement in developing stronger consumer relationships with brands. This means that engagement can go beyond mere interaction, contributing to consumer identification. Brand image, consumer trust and consumer engagement have been found to directly relate to sustainable marketing, which is a significant evidence for this study, as it brings the three constructs together (Shammout et al. 2025). These results confirmed the interpretative inference that these outcomes represent the interrelatedness of consumer responses. The relationship, however, is not to be considered linear. This is so because trust can drive customer engagement, and customers who engage more actively can shape brand perceptions. Consumer experiences can thus continually shape brand image and consumer trust.
[bookmark: _Toc241167129]4.6.2 Integrated consumer response to IMC
This evidence shows that the three responses are part of an overall consumer reaction to IMC. Communication offers information and stimulation to interact with, experience, build brand image and gain consumer trust in the retailer. Mujiatun et al. (2023) showed that the concept of marketing communication is relevant for understanding consumer and organisational end-products in the halal tourism context. The study relates to the marketing field context, but is broadly applicable in the sense that marketing communications can be part of achieving a relationship outcome with consumers. Bibliometric analysis by Simabur et al. (2023) served as another source of evidence to illustrate the wide range of research conducted in the field of marketing communication. The wide range of research confirms the importance of relating communication activities to several consumer outcomes. The following discussion thus situates IMC as a communication ground or enabling platform for engagement and brand image/trust building. This connection is impacted by digital and omnichannel communication strategies, as brands are more often seen through many connected touchpoints.
[bookmark: _Toc241167130]4.7 Comparison between studies and critical interpretation
[bookmark: _Toc241167131]4.7.1 Areas of Convergence and Divergence
The literature confirms that IMC calls for coordination between communication activities in general. Butkouskaya et al. (2023) attributed omnichannel IMC to product and service satisfaction, and Ismaeel et al. (2025) made a connection between IMC and consumer buying decisions. These results show that integrated communication can impact various facets of consumer reaction. Another convergence is where digitalisation is present. The role of social media in IMC was explained by Rehman et al. (2022), and digital transformation was identified by Nesterenko et al. (2023) as another important factor affecting marketing communication. Communication in current scenarios of retail is, therefore, more reliant on the integration of digital technologies.
On the other hand, there are divergent perspectives on how IMC impacts consumers. Others focus on other aspects such as coordination, engagement, brand credibility, personalisation or technology. This means that IMC is not a one-size-fits-all mechanism. Additionally, personalisation vs consistency. Relevance can be enhanced by data-driven communication, but a significant difference could have a negative impact on the brand's coherency. Together, these indicate that effective IMC requires the retailers' adaptation of communication while maintaining their core brand associations.
[bookmark: _Toc241167132]4.7.2 Contextual and Methodological Reasons for Differences
Differences among studies can be attributed to variations in industry, definition of the consumer group, platform, and research design. Tourism, higher education & retail have different customer journeys and communication needs. Some results differ according to methodologies. Bibliometric research looks for trends in knowledge, empirical research for relationships between variables, and case studies for detailed contextual evidence. Hence, care should be taken not to assume that findings would be applicable to all contexts of research.
[bookmark: _Toc241167133]4.8 Theoretical Implications
IMC is described as a strategic capability in communicating between interwoven consumer touchpoints. It is not only advertising and promotions, but it also involves communication, technology and consumer experience. Rachmawati and Afifi (2022) have illustrated the evolution of IMC in a digital context. This reinforces the inference that IMC must adapt itself to changing communication technologies but maintain its focus on integration. The theoretical implication here is that consistency and interaction ought to be a part of contemporary IMC and should be included in it. The subject is further expanded to showcase a relationship between customer engagement and brand image and consumer trust. These outcomes have been found to interact in the literature through repeated customer experiences with brands. Digital technologies also shape these relationships, providing additional opportunities for personalisation, interaction and data-based communication. Technology capability, however, has to be consistent with consistency, credibility and authenticity. Modern IMC should therefore consider both advancement of technology and consumer readings.
[bookmark: _Toc241167134]4.9 Identification of Research Gaps and Conceptual Framework
[bookmark: _Toc241167135]4.9.1 Research Gap
The primary research gap is that integrated study of the role of IMC in customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust in the retail sector has been limited. Much existing research has a narrow disciplinary focus or is channel-or company-specific. Maulana et al. (2025) explored digital marketing communication and community involvement in sustainable tourism. This is a situation similar to retail, but it shows how the examples of research tend to focus on particular environments and outcomes. This study tackles the shortcoming by studying IMC with three associated consumer outcomes as a whole in a retail context.
[bookmark: _Toc241167136]4.9.2 Proposed Conceptual Framework
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[bookmark: _heading=h.z4x2lc7aujh7][bookmark: _Toc241009230]Figure 4.1: Conceptual Framework
(Source: Self-Developed)
The proposed framework places IMK as the focal communication capability, while the main characteristics of communication integration, consistency and coordination act as supporting features. These properties should assist in fostering customer involvement, brand image construction and trust among customers. Contacts take place in the context of digital and omnichannel communication. The framework also acknowledges that the three aspects of customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust are not entirely distinct. Consumer interactions can shape brand perceptions, and when brand perception is positive, it can lead to trust (Alam and Al Mubarak, 2025). Once trust is established, it is likely to foster continued contact. Personalisation, technology, channel characteristics and consumer expectations can influence these relationships. The framework, thus, is only a conceptual synthesis of the literature and not a causal model. It aims to offer a coherent account of how integrated and coherent communication can help to support interconnected and predictable consumer response in the context of retail. As thematically analysed, IMC can help drive customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust if the communication activities are integrated, coordinated and consistent at points of sale. Consistent and interactive communication in an engaging and relevant manner can improve the coherence of brand perceptions. Trust also relies on other key elements such as being credible, transparent, authentic and matching communication with consumer experience. Digital and omnichannel channels bring these outcomes and the potential for fragmentation, personalisation, and technological complexity. The evidence therefore suggests that the three consumer outcomes are interrelated and can be taken into account as a group when studying the part played by IMC in retail.
[bookmark: _Toc241167137]4.10 Chapter Summary
This chapter drew a critical discussion on IMC and its relation to customer engagement, brand image, and consumer trust. The results in this research will show how communication coordination and consistency have come to be even more important with digitalisation and omnichannel retailing. It was also agreed that Engagement and Brand Image and Trust can be mutually linked through several interactions and consumer experiences. There were contextual and methodological variations across studies that contributed to the differences. The gap in the research is the lack of a comprehensive study of these three outcomes in retail IMC. A conceptual framework was therefore developed to associate IMC integration, consistency of communication, customer engagement, brand image, and consumer trust in today's retail environment.

[bookmark: _Toc241167138]Chapter 5: Implications
[bookmark: _Toc241167139]5.1 Introduction
This chapter outlines the implications of the study results in theory, practice, industry and research. Customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust can be achieved through the use of IMC, provided messages are synchronised and relevant across the points of contact in a retail channel. Consequently, the implications are to use these findings to contribute to the field of academic knowledge, and to take action for retail organisations. The chapter also reflects upon the shortcomings of the extended literature review and future research directions.
[bookmark: _Toc241167140]5.2 Theoretical Implications
[bookmark: _Toc241167141]5.2.1 Refining the IMC Perspective
The findings help to add to the knowledge about IMC by making it a strategic communication skill as opposed to just a set of promotional tools. Bader et al. (2022) showed that the contribution of customer-based marketing performance through e-marketing could be demonstrated. This shows that there are a lot of factors to consider in relation to digital communication and marketing integration. The results also reveal that the role of IMC has grown beyond the traditional ones through the digital transformation. Traditional brands and e-commerce brands are different in their approach towards digital marketing strategies for consumer engagement (Ahmad, 2025). It implies that IMC must value digital interaction, personalisation and customer participation, in addition to traditional communication activities. In this sense, IMC is a coordinated process that brings together all types of messages, experiences and interactions created by retailers in physical and virtual channels.
[bookmark: _Toc241167142]5.2.2 Academic Contribution and Conceptual Framework
The proposed conceptual framework does bring some academic impact related to the proposed linking of customer engagement, brand image and consumers' trust in the related IMC outcomes. The definitions are integrated within their layered context, as opposed to analysing each one separately. Tripopsakul and Puriwat (2022) found linkages between ESG activities and brand trust and customer engagement, which serves as evidence of the validity of studying multiple consumer outcomes simultaneously. Massi et al. (2023) further confirmed that the consumers' responses can be affected by seamless omnichannel experiences and authenticity. The constructed structure in this study is thus useful for future empirical studies to examine the relationships among these three consumer outcomes and integrated communication.
[bookmark: _Toc241167143]5.3 Practical and Managerial Implications
[bookmark: _Toc241167144]5.3.1 Strategic Integration and Coordination of Marketing Communications
It is essential for retail managers to create an integrated communication strategy instead of managing communication on a channel-by-channel basis. As inspired from the views of Bader et al. (2022), e-marketing is relevant to marketing performance. This means that digital communication should be integrated into broader marketing planning. It is important for managers to set mutual communication goals, brand guidelines and content requirements on social media, websites, mobile apps, e-mail, advertising, and physical outlets. Coordinating communication planning between the marketing team, sales team, customer service team and digital team is important to ensure that customers are given coordinated material when they are making their purchase. Cross-channel audits should regularly report on any discrepancies and missing communications. This can improve the coherence of communication and consolidate the IMC strategic position.
[bookmark: _Toc241167145]5.3.2 Strengthening Customer Engagement
Retailers should aim to use IMC to develop opportunities for the customer to engage in interaction with the brand instead of one-way promotion. Ahmad (2025) highlighted that digital strategies, personalisation and data analytics are critical to consumer engagement. Interactive content, feedback mechanisms and even relevant digital experiences are thus a key source of encouragement for customer participation and should be used by retail managers. Personalisation, however, should be done within defined and explicit brand limits. Customers' adaptations are acceptable and should still be rooted in the brand values and identity that retailers should provide. In addition to sales indicators, indicators of engagement, like interactions, responses, repeat visits and participation, should be monitored. This would make it possible for managers to make decisions on whether communication is achieving meaningful customer relationships in addition to just short-term promotional results.
[bookmark: _Toc241167146]5.3.3 Building Consistent Brand Image and Consumer Trust
Retailers need to make sure that what they are promising their customers via their marketing matches up to what they get when they go out to the shop. Content authenticity is significant for the consumer’s loyalty in digital markets in the long run (Jain et al. 2026). Therefore, when planning communications, retailers need to take into account all authenticity-related elements and make sure the promotional messages are backed up by credible information. For the brand to be cohesive and consistent, managers need to ensure the same brand identity, tone, product information and promotional claims across communication channels. Mukhtar et al. (2023) confirmed the link between digital marketing and its influence on consumer behaviour and loyalty emphasising the role of digital communication in consumer relationships in the long run. Retailers should therefore make it their business to ensure the information they communicate online is accurate, transparent and consistent with products and services. When customers feel that communication matches their customer experience, it can help to build trust and reliability.
[bookmark: _Toc241167147]5.3.4 Managing Digital and Omnichannel Communication
Retail organisations need to beef up integration of online and offline customer touchpoints. The coherence and authenticity of omnichannel experiences were mentioned by Massi et al. (2023) as a key element in developing greater brand experiences. For managers, it is thus important to coordinate websites, apps, social media, customer-service platforms and physical stores. A customer should not have to think about changing from one touch point to another as another wakes up and requires a significant change in product information, brand identity, or service expectations. Retailers can use digital analytics to learn more about the customer journey and uncover the communication gaps between channels. There is a need to balance personalisation with consistency as well, to ensure customised messages align with a consistent overall message and brand. Uniform governance of content, customer information, technical and communications standards should be part of a clear governance plan.
[bookmark: _Toc241167148]5.4 Policy and Industry Implications
The results have implications for responsible communication within the retail industry. There is a need for transparent and credible communication as digital technologies make it possible for retailers to personalise communication and give people the opportunity to interact. Hasan et al. (2024) explored the link between ESG practices and customer behaviour in a digitally transforming context, thereby emphasising the significance of responsible organisational practices for customer perceptions. Retail organisations are thus obliged to include credible information to back up their claims regarding sustainability, products and organisations. Authenticity and consistency between the channels is to be encouraged through communication policies. Retailers must also make sure that digital communication isn't setting up unrealistic expectations. These practices compound uncertainty and will be minimal or can help contribute to more reliable consumer relationships.
Communication consistency, authenticity and customer responses should be part of in-house communication standards of a retail organisation. Nagpal and Gupta (2023) looked into brand-related outcome change in the context of pandemic communication; it highlights the need for considering communication context and how that impacts brand-related responses. Customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust data should then be taken into account when making retail decisions in addition to sales and conversion data. A wider perspective can be used to assess if companies' communication is helping them to build more long-lasting relations with customers. Businesses should then promote collaborative communications, clear messaging and uniform customer handling throughout the channels.
[bookmark: _Toc241167149]5.5 Research Implications and Future Directions
The study relied on the availability and quality of existing research and its methodological features because it was conducted as an extended literature review. Research context, samples, and measures used may vary across studies, making it difficult to make direct comparisons. The retail industry also has been focused on, and therefore findings are only indirectly transferable to other industries in limited ways. In addition, the study didn't gather primary information from retail consumers. The results should thus be interpreted as a synthesis of available evidence and not in the form of a statistical testing of the proposed relationships.
Based on these limitations, future research is needed to test the relationships between IMC, customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust on an empirical basis using a survey of customers and structural equation modelling. Determining consumers' interpretations of communication consistency and authenticity across retail touchpoints could be explored using qualitative studies. The research can be an analytical comparison of traditional and digital retail stores or between digital maturity levels. The interaction between authenticity and omnichannel experiences with different consumers in the different retail sectors could be explored further through additional research (Massi et al., 2023). The researchers can also investigate strategies for hybrid IMC, which integrate physical, digital, AI-supported and personalised communication (Sadchenko, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc241167150]5.6 Chapter Summary
This chapter discussed the implications of the literary findings in relation to theory, retail management and industry practice and future research. It underscored the interconnections of IMC as an overarching strategic function and the need for a coordinated, genuine and consistent approach in communicating. Apart from highlighting methodological weaknesses, the chapter also suggests further empirical studies in digital, omnichannel and hybrid retail communication.

[bookmark: _Toc241167151]Chapter 6: Conclusion
[bookmark: _Toc241167152]6.1 Introduction
This dissertation has focused upon the influence Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) has on the building of Integrated Customer Engagement (ICE), Integrated Brand Image (IBI), and built-up customer trust in the retail industry. The paper used an extended literature review to synthesise literature on the topics of IMC, consistency of communication, digital communication, engagement of customers, image of the brand and consumer trust. The results indicated a shift from coordinating promotional tools to a much wider range of strategic competencies in modern retailing that has evolved for IMC. The following chapter contains the answers to the research question, gives a summary of the findings, serves as contributions and limitations of the study, and gives the final recommendations and future directions of research.
[bookmark: _Toc241167153]6.2 Answer to the Research Questions and Key Findings 
The results demonstrate that IMC has a strategic value, as it can manage communication at various points of contact for its customers and realise a coherent relationship between retailers and customers. An effective integration can help deliver consistent and relevant information through social media, online, mobile apps, advertising and in retail locations. This can foster engagement with the customer and maintain a unified brand look. The results also confirmed the critical role played by consistency of communication in brand image and consumer trust. Without having a consistent brand message, values and customer experiences through channels, retailers can have difficulty establishing clarity and credibility. However, there needs to be a balance between consistency and also personalising content to ensure the message is relevant but does not dilute the brand. To be more precise, IMC consistency is a concept that specifically helps build consumer trust in this industry by means of interactive brand message, adequate promotional offers, and touchpoints, which altogether delivers a clear, unified, and reliable experience. Each one of the themes have led to this conclusion that aligning brand messages across in-store displays, social media, advertising, and email campaigns not only prevents delusional signals about pricing, product quality, or brand values, but specifically appeals to shoppers about the retailer being transparent and dependable.
This extended literature review has specifically uncovered four general key findings. First, IMC is considered a strategy tool in marketing, and it exists not only as different promotions, it's one of the processes of coordination between the communications as well. Second is to capture the interest of customers by offering opportunities for them to interact and participate in the product, service, or service process utilising the tools of IMC. With digital they can exchange, share and interact with brand communication and vice versa, which further improves the chances. Thirdly, consistency in communication instils a brand image by fostering a unified perception of a retailer's identity, values and positioning with customers. Communication is amusing, but conflicting communication can create a problem and decrease customer interaction. Fourth, authenticity, transparency, and consistency build consumers' confidence. For customers, these are among key attributes in the digital and omnichannel retail environment, where their experiences with a brand extend across and around different touchpoints.
[bookmark: _Toc241167154]6.3 Contribution of the Study
The main academic contribution refers to the contextualisation of IMC, customer engagement, brand image, and consumer trust in one conceptual vision for the retail context. The study does not see these outcomes as separate and distinct, but sees them as interdependent and relevant to integration, consistency and authenticity of communication. The proposed conceptual approach will seek to provide consumer reactions an analytical basis for the potential contribution of coordinated communication. It also expands the discussion of IMC to the current context of digital and omnichannel retailing. This study further has practical implications to retail managers, as it has theoretically showed the significance of utilising communication as an integrated system. Retailers need to synchronise information and brand identity from digital and physical communication systems and also coordinate promotional information. There is also a need for relevant and interactive communication to foster interactions and demonstrate authenticity for managers. In addition to more traditional metrics, it is crucial to take customer engagement, brand image and consumer trust into account, as communication has the potential to shape more meaningful relationships with customers in the future.
[bookmark: _Toc241167155]6.4 Limitations of the Study
There are a couple of limitations to the study. Firstly, it did not do primary consumer research and hence was dependent on the present studies available and their quality. Second, the reviewed studies varied in research context and methodology, so there was not always a direct comparison between some findings. Third, the study was specifically applied to retail businesses, implying that the results might not be valid to apply to other businesses. Lastly, the specified search time and inclusion criteria limited the literature reviewed. Such restrictions suggest possible empirical tests of the proposed relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc241167156]6.5 Final Recommendations and Future Research
The study shows three major recommendations. Firstly, retailers need to have more integrated communication strategies that align their social media, web, app, advertising, email and in-store communications (Alam and Al Mubarak, 2025). Secondly, retailers should consider balancing their personalisation and consistency which means that the client-centric communication should remain in line with the overall brand image. The reason behind is that personalization can cause a retailing brand to feel fragmented, which appears as one company to a customer and entirely different to another. With this, the need for maintaining a cohesive identity has been assessed to be suitable in facilitating trust, while tailored experiences drive engagement. Third, retailers should give special attention to authenticity and transparency regarding the credibility of promotion, sustainability, and product related messages and information and ensure consistency in the message; A retailer can use these actions to help them build on effective communication and the engagement, image and trust of the brand.
Future research works can involve empirical and quantitative approaches such as customer surveys and structural equation modelling on the relationships derived from this study. This could take a qualitative route to explore the meaning consumers give to the promise of consistency and authenticity across different dimensions at the point of sale. The possible impact of digital maturity on consumer reactions to IMC could be analysed with comparative analysis of traditional commerce and electronic commerce. Further research is also possible into hybrid communications strategies for omnichannel and the integration of AI tools, and on personalised content.
[bookmark: _Toc241167157]6.6 Final Conclusion
Overall, it proves that IMC is significant in the retail communication context in the current society. Rather than connecting a variety of marketing channels, it is the matter of coordinating messages, interactions and consumer experiences. The findings indicate that with the overall and coherent communication strategy, it could facilitate the connection with the customers and raise the brand awareness and customer trust. There is consistency, just not extreme or obvious, but with a personal touch in the right spots not to lose the authenticity and transparency of communication. This study has consequently provided theoretical insights and understanding on what IMC is and the effect of consumer buying behaviour as well as some ideas for empirical studies that can come in useful in the future for a more digital, omnichannel shop.
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In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. 

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative 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, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”.

This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. 

SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher)
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	Full Name:
	Shubh Bansibhai Modi
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	Student Number:
	
2509172
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	Email address:
	2509172@student.uwtsd.ac.uk
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	Programme of Study:
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SECTION B:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	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.
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	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice
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	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒

	3
	
	☐

	4
	
	☐



SECTION C: Details of Research Activity
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	THE ROLE OF INTEGRATED MARKETING COMMUNICATIONS IN BUILDING CUSTOMER ENGAGEMENT, BRAND IMAGE AND CONSUMER TRUST IN THE RETAIL INDUSTRY
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	Proposed start date:
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	Purpose of Research Activity
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RQ1: How does Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) influence customer engagement in the retail industry?
RQ2: To what extent does consistency in Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) influence brand image and consumer trust in the retail industry?


	5
	Aims of Research Activity
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	NO
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	Participant observation with their knowledge?
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	Participant observation without their knowledge?
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	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
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	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
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	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
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	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?
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	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
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	Details of any other primary data collection method:

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



If you have ticked NO to every question then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and you may skip section E and continue to section F.

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION E: Intended Participants
	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☐
	☒

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:
Complete this only if your participants cannot give consent. This includes animals

(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	N/A

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	N/A


	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	
N/A





	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	You should be able to tick YES for all of these questions. If not, then explain why not in this box.

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	You should be able to tick NO for most of these questions. For any cases that you have ticked YES then provide details in this box. If you are using cameras/voice recorders to record interviews, then please state that in this box.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION F: Anticipated Risks

	
	
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.  

	1
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information. If you have identified in section D that there are no participants, then enter N/A and go skip to question 3.

	
	Risk to participants:

Since this will be a secondary study, therefore, there will be no involvement of human participants.
 
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:
N/A


	2
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) 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

	
	
N/A


	3
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:
N/A

	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:
N/A


	4
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
N/A
	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:
N/A


	5
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	
N/A

	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:

N/A



SECTION G: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

If you have identified in section D that there are no participants, then enter skip this section and continue to section H.

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	You don’t need to email your participants with your final report. A good alternative is to set up an email address that they will .be able to contact for further details or results

(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	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 data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	If you are using a paper questionnaire then you should have the participants sign an appropriate consent form. These forms will count as personal data and should be noted as such in section J.
If you are using an online questionnaire, then you should have a screen before the questions start that acts as a consent form, informing participants that by clicking on the NEXT button they are providing consent.

(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	Do not collect names unless you really need them. Do not name participants or organisations in any research publications (including the thesis) without their explicit permission.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	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 is considered to be personal data.
	☐
	☐

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

	2
	This includes audio/video data of participants but can also include IP addresses and usernames. Names, addresses and emails also count, as do consent forms.

(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	
☐
	
☐

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

	4
	N/A




	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☒
	☐

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☒
	☐

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☐
	☒

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☒
	☐

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	Being a secondary study, soft copies of the peer-reviewed journal articles to be used will be in a password folder in OneDrive. To further ensure security of the data collected, and maintain data confidentiality, every detail will be backed up in an external hard drive. 




	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☐
	☒

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and/or any international equivalent):

	
	There might be electronic transfer of data in the form that soft copies of used peer-reviewed journal articles will be shared with the Supervisor, if being asked. 


	20
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	Principal researcher 


	21
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	Principal researcher and Supervisor


	22
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. 

	
	A password folder will be used in OneDrive, which will ensure storing every piece of information securely.  


	22
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	☒

	23
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	☒




SECTION I: Use of AI 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
	I acknowledge the use of Google Gemini on 21/08/2026 to find research paper regarding topic. I used the prompt(s):
1. Best research paper for Integrated marketing communications.
2. Give me good research paper regarding customer retention and loyalty.
3. Research paper question regarding IMC and Retail regarding trust and loyalty. 

I confirm that I have not presented any AI generated text as my own work. I confirm I have copies of my drafts, notes, and other resources I used before, and after the use of AI tools which I may be asked to provide in evidence.



SECTION J: 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 Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	Shubh Modi
	Date:  24/09/2026


	2
	Supervisor:
	Hoang Dang Nguyen
	Date: 24/09/2026

	3
	Signature:
	
Hoang
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[bookmark: _Toc241167162]Appendix C: Thematic Classification of Selected Literature
	No.
	Author(s) and Year
	Methodology / Study Type
	Main Focus / Key Finding
	Theme No.

	1
	Ismaeel et al. (2025)
	Quantitative / empirical study
	Examined the impact of IMC on consumer buying decisions, demonstrating the role of coordinated marketing communication in influencing consumer responses.
	Theme 1 & Theme 2

	2
	Qi et al. (2025)
	Bibliometric analysis
	Mapped the knowledge structure, emerging themes and future directions of IMC research between 2015 and 2024.
	Theme 1

	3
	Morton and Treviño-Benavides (2025)
	Conceptual / literature-based chapter
	Examined how AI supported the planning, execution and evaluation of integrated marketing communications.
	Theme 1 & Theme 5

	4
	Widia et al. (2026)
	Empirical marketing study
	Examined integration of IMC and SEO optimisation through influencers in skincare product marketing.
	Theme 1 & Theme 5

	5
	Zhang et al. (2025)
	Empirical study
	Investigated price promotion strategies and their effects on consumer purchase patterns in FMCG retail.
	Theme 2

	6
	Tang (2025)
	Predictive modelling / data analytics
	Examined predictive modelling and customer segmentation to generate retail marketing insights.
	Theme 2 & Theme 5

	7
	Fan et al. (2025)
	Meta-analysis
	Synthesised evidence on augmented and virtual reality and its role in shaping retail marketing.
	Theme 5

	8
	Julkunen et al. (2026)
	Qualitative study
	Explored retail professionals’ perceptions of sustainability marketing initiatives in global shopping centres.
	Theme 1 & Theme 5

	9
	Rainy (2025)
	Systematic review
	Reviewed AI-driven marketing analytics and data-backed campaign optimisation for retail strategy.
	Theme 5

	10
	Arachchi and Samarasinghe (2025)
	Quantitative / empirical study
	Examined consumer perceptions of AI-powered retail environments and their relationship with attitudes and purchase intention.
	Theme 5

	11
	Chaniago and Efawati (2022)
	Empirical study
	Investigated the implementation of IMC in retail business from Muslim consumers’ perspectives.
	Theme 1 & Theme 2

	12
	Butkouskaya et al. (2023)
	Quantitative / empirical study
	Examined the impact of omnichannel IMC on product and retail service satisfaction.
	Theme 3 & Theme 5

	13
	Liem and Arief (2023)
	Case study
	Examined IMC strategy within a cosmetic retail company and its application across marketing activities.
	Theme 1

	14
	Rehman et al. (2022)
	Empirical / conceptual study
	Examined social media as a modern marketing communication approach for developing IMC.
	Theme 1 & Theme 5

	15
	Rashkova et al. (2024)
	Comparative empirical study
	Examined online IMC strategies of international brands, focusing on standardisation versus adaptation.
	Theme 3 & Theme 5

	16
	Chakraborty and Jain (2022)
	Conceptual / literature-based study
	Examined digital marketing and IMC as mechanisms for brand building in emerging markets.
	Theme 3 & Theme 5

	17
	Rachmawati and Afifi (2022)
	Case study
	Examined IMC within a digital environment and the adaptation of communication practices to digital media.
	Theme 5

	18
	Budianto and Dewi (2024)
	Literature-based / conceptual study
	Examined the role of IMC in improving the Islamic social economy.
	Theme 1

	19
	Sicilia and Palazón (2023)
	Empirical study
	Examined customer engagement through communication consistency and channel coordination.
	Theme 2 & Theme 3 & Theme 6

	20
	Nesterenko et al. (2023)
	Conceptual / literature-based study
	Examined marketing communications in the context of digital transformation.
	Theme 1 & Theme 5

	21
	Fan et al. (2025)
	Meta-analysis
	Duplicate of Study 7 – augmented and virtual reality in retail marketing.
	Duplicate – Exclude

	22
	Lyu et al. (2022)
	Systematic review
	Reviewed marketing communication messages, channels and strategies in the e-cigarette sector.
	Theme 1 & Theme 5

	23
	Handayani et al. (2022)
	Case-based / empirical study
	Examined digital marketing as an IMC strategy within village-owned businesses using local wisdom.
	Theme 1 & Theme 5

	24
	Affonso and Janiszewski (2023)
	Experimental / empirical study
	Examined how perceptual structure influences brand performance and marketing effectiveness.
	Theme 3

	25
	Shammout et al. (2025)
	Empirical quantitative study
	Examined how sustainable marketing influences purchase intentions through brand image, consumer trust and customer engagement, highlighting the interconnected role of these constructs in shaping consumer responses.
	Theme 6
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