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[bookmark: _6w0wvuhx8ata]Introduction / Background / Research Problem
[bookmark: _p42yexz66p5y]Background and Significance
Brexit marks the United Kingdom's departure from the European Union which started with a referendum in June 2016 and officially concluded on January 31, 2020, after a transition period. The United Kingdom withdrew from the Single Market and Customs Union on January 1, 2021, and new trading conditions between the EU and UK came into effect. The Trade and Cooperation Agreement (TCA) allowed for tariff-free trade but introduced new non-tariff barriers including rules-of-origin checks and customs and sanitary and phyto-sanitary (SPS) inspections which will cause additional trade costs and longer wait times. As Sampson and Dhingra (2022) describe, non-tariff barriers have become very costly for the UK, and the European Central Bank (2023) states that border policy adds costs for firms. In order to actually implement policy changes, we need firm-level data on how costs and barriers affect firms and how firms operate.
[bookmark: _2fop94rfy6w1]Research Problem
These changes have impacted food companies in particular. Food items have short shelf lives. Packaging regulations are strict and certification is needed. UK and EU certification will be different, meaning cross-border trade will be even more complicated and costly. There has been plenty of macro-level research on trade and Brexit (Sampson and Dhingra, 2022; Freeman et al., 2022; Du et al., 2024; ECB, 2025; FDF, 2025), but little is known at the firm-level and how companies will need to adapt, which is the gap Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson (2023) have cited in their work. Quantitatively, Du et al. (2024) have shown how EU trade has been impacted, with a 27% drop in the value and a 33% drop in the variety of EU UK exports for the years of 2021 to 2023. However, these numbers show nothing about what is needed to adapt at the firm-level, which is what is being focused on for this study, particularly in relation to M&S Food.
[bookmark: _geechqnthicz]Case Justification
Marks and Spencer was established in 1884 by Michael Marks, who in 1894 changed its name to Marks and Spencer along with Tom Spencer. Founded in the 1930s, M&S Food became one of the most successful retailers of high-quality and premium food in the UK, with own-label products, high quality and trusting relationships with suppliers. It has more than 1,000 stores in the UK today, a franchise business in Europe and a well-established Irish business and a new EU distribution centre at Poland. It is an evidence-rich place to study post-Brexit issues due to its high-end product and its involvement with short-shelf-life supply chains and exposure to cross-border operations.
[bookmark: _sh4dsddb107z]Research Aim, Objectives & Questions
Aim: To critically examine the issues experienced by UK companies upon entering into and operating in the European market following the Brexit event by using M&S Food as the main case-study whilst eliciting comparable examples by other recent researches of other businesses and industries in the United Kingdom. The importance is to generate a firm-level evidence that is complemented to the current aggregate analyses as well as has transferable implications to UK firms, policymakers, and trade scholars.
Research Objectives
1. To determine the main regulatory, logistical and non-tariff barriers Brexit has introduced to the entry of the UK firms into the EU market mainly in food. 
2. To understand how M&S Food has responded in its supply chain and strategy. 
3. To analyze the case of M&S Food, we will compare M&S Food with other UK companies in search of transferable lessons and identify their broader implications. 
Research Questions
RQ1: What are the post-Brexit issues that UK companies including UK food businesses have encountered in European market?
RQ2: What has M&S Food done, culturally, in response to obstacles that Brexit brings?
RQ3: What can other companies in the UK learn about the experience of M&S Food after the brexit?
Proposal Summary
This research will critically examine the challenges the UK companies tackle to continue operating in the European market after Brexit using M&S Food as the main case study and other comparative results provided by other British companies as reference. The four themes in the literature review are covered, the methodology is a qualitative single-case using secondary data analysed using PESTEL.
[bookmark: _i930qkxq2hpa]Preliminary Literature Search
[bookmark: _p12mu2e025qb]1: Brexit and UK–EU Trade Barriers
Since 2021, UK EU trade received the considerable attention of scholarly work. Du and Shepotylo (2023) consider the overall significance of the TCA and discover that the UK-EU trade in goods increased in cost and complexity after January 2021 (becoming one of the key factors due to the NTBs). They demonstrate that, despite prevalent anticipations that firm-level adaptation creates less and less friction as time goes on, such effects have remained and in at least some locales have gotten even stronger. Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson (2023) study the identical question with a Midlands manufacturing prism and identify that NTBs have been the least accommodative to smaller companies that are integrated into EU supply chains. In a CEP analysis of UK post-Brexit trade, Freeman et al. (2022) record a steep and enduring decline in the number of products to export to the EU, especially by smaller exporters who seem to be completely out of the market. Compared to Du and Shepotylo (2023), who present the macro perspective, Bailey et al. (2023) and Freeman et al. (2022) take a closer look at the firm level, but neither of them looks at the experience and reaction to these barriers by a single large food retailer in practices.
[bookmark: _3lyz4w71vkug]2: The UK Food Sector and Post-Brexit Export Decline
The implications of Brexit on the UK food industry in particular have long been established on the industry level. According to the Trade Snapshot prepared by the Food and Drink Federation (2025), the level of UK food export has decreased by 12.6% on a year-by-year basis and the gap between the amount of imports of the UK in the EU (compared to exports in the EU) is increasing. Notably, the FDF (2025) is explicit that such a fall is not a global pattern - other similar European nations did not experience such a fall and this strongly indicates that this fall is linked to the UK unique post-Brexit trade alignment than the market influences. European Central Bank (2025, p.3) contributes to this image, discovering that the UK exports into the EU witnessed almost 40% decline at the expiry of the Brexit transition period, with non-tariff barriers being the primary contributory factor. They also observe that new regulations drove many smaller companies out of the EU markets completely. Collectively these two sources create a solid argument that the food industry has suffered one of the greatest blows. What remains to be discovered, though, is a qualitative explanation at the firm-level of how one of the largest premium food retailers manages to operate under this setting - something that cannot be achieved using aggregated data and sector reports.
[bookmark: _rr8u4o2vdy2t]3: Broader UK Company and Sector Experiences After Brexit 
In addition to food, recent research (2021-2025) indicates that issues of Brexit are spans across multiple sectors in the UK, and by contrasting M&S Food with other broader experiences, the analytical scope of the current study is enhanced. Bailey, Pitelis and Tomlinson (2023) in manufacturing discover that the UK automotive and advanced-manufacturing companies based in the Midlands are experiencing rules-of-origin compliance costs diminishing the tariff-free advantage of the TCA, especially in the delivery of electric-vehicles when the sourcing and supply of components is deeply interconnected with the EU. Freeman et al. (2022), further support this information with additional evidence, indicating that smaller UK manufacturers have de facto left the EU markets in disproportion, which means that the larger firms have gained adaptation capacity. In their UKTPO Briefing Paper, Ayele, Larbalestier and Tamberi (2021) estimate that the TCA depressed UK exports to the EU by 15% and imports by 32 in its first quarter, on textiles and clothes in particular being subject to rules-of-origin imposition.
In services, the UK in a Changing Europe (2024) report, which contains a SWOT analysis of Portes and Hall (2024) as well as a trade chapter by Sampson (2024), observes that balance has been rebalanced as UK financial services and professional services have resorted to translocation through the EU subsidiary, an alternative kind of adaptation to border friction. In the case of retail and consumer goods, the analysis of Fry and Hale (2023) indicates a continuous loss of market share among exporters of UK on the EU market with minor companies being the most vulnerable and service as less vulnerable to transgender. The statistics provided by Resolution foundation (2025) shows that UK export of goods are still at incredibly lower levels than it was preceding the Brexit with the most hit sector being agri-food, fashion and chemicals.
In combination, these studies point to a shared trend: increased costs of compliance, supply-chain re-organisation, exits of smaller companies, and strategic re-organisation of larger companies. M&S Food is at the nexus of the latter, so it is largely key to cross-reference with evidence of the sector as a whole - a comparative lens of analysis that lacks prior M&S-specific commentary.
[bookmark: _8oqrdxyh15zq]Theoretical Framework
In an attempt to structure the discussion of post-Brexit operating environments at M&S Food, this study will deploy PESTEL as a concept framework throughout the literature review and results chapters. PESTEL is an acronym that means Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and Legal and it is commonplace in business research to chart external forces on a company in its activities and strategy.
The Political aspect of this study includes the TCA and the Windsor Framework that had a direct influence on the trading terms M&S Food runs. The Economic aspect deals with increasing trade prices, disruption of the supply chain, and dropping volumes of UK food exports recorded by FDF (2025) and ECB (2025). The Legal aspect encompasses the SPS regulations, customs compliance requirements and food labelling difference between UK and EU. These three dimensions of PESTEL are most applicable to the post-Brexit experience of M&S Food and will be the analytical framework of this dissertation.
[bookmark: _jjg527wdzwu1]Literature Gap
There is a clear macro-level and sector-level research on the trade impacts of Brexit (Sampson and Dhingra, 2022; Du et al., 2024; ECB, 2025), up to policy analysis on regulatory frameworks (House of Commons Library, 2023). Evidence of UK firms level adjustment across sectors is now available (Ayele, Larbalestier and Tamberi, 2021; Freeman et al., 2022; Bailey et al., 2023; Fry and Hale, 2023; UK in a Changing Europe, 2024). The gap that still applies is a thorough firm-level case study, tying these threads together: demonstrating how one particular premium food retailer has managed to wade through Brexit barriers on the ground and what their experience suggests upon comparison with the larger UK company experience. This is the contribution of this dissertation.
[bookmark: _9lomzcrtpa51]Research Methodology
[bookmark: _xozi06idg324]Research Philosophy
This study is an interpretivist. The research problem under investigation - the way M&S Food has been coping with the Brexit-related issues in European markets - cannot be quantified or tested in the laboratory. It involves the realization of context, decisions made and the circumstances in which the company was operating. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), an interpretivist is the correct stance in philosophy when the focus is to develop a deep scope of context-specific knowledge on social and organisational phenomena as opposed to testing an empirical hypothesis which is quite the case in the present study.
[bookmark: _ln74egvpg0x3]Research Approach
In this work, an inductive approach is employed. Instead of initiating the investigation with a preconceived theory, and then evaluating the evidence with a previous idea in mind, this study will embrace the observations regarding the post Brexit experience of M&S Food and construct their explanations based on that. According to Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019), inductive reasoning involves generalising on the basis of narrow observations, which makes it good to fit into the philosophy of interpretivism and the qualitative approach. It is the appropriate option in this case since there can be no one available theory that solely covers how a high-end food retailer does through entering the post-Brexit EU market.
[bookmark: _xild4w1eu6pz]Research Design - Qualitative Case Study
This is a qualitative case study research design, based solely on secondary data, no primary data (interviews or surveys) is used in this study. Hyett, Kenny and Dickson-Swift (2014, p.1) affirm that the case study research is characterized by its interest in a single case, and its deployment of naturally occurring sources of information that are imposed by a situation. They also observe that case study is especially appropriate to how and why questions - the kind of question posed, in this case. M&S Food is selected as what Hyett, Kenny and Dickson-Swift (2014) term an instrumental case, i.e. studied not in itself, but because it exemplifies what happens to the UK food company operating in the European markets after the time of Brexit.
[bookmark: _wmh402basg3m]Data Collection
Each source has been subjected to secondary sources: the M&S Group plc Annual Report (2024), UK government trade statistics, European Commission regulatory materials, FDF Trade Snapshots, as well as peer-reviewed journals. The Annual Report provides M&S-specific information on the costs of Brexit, the rearrangement of the Irish supply chain, and the investment in logistics at the EU level (M&S Group plc, 2024). Other UK companies provide comparative material, such as Ayele, Larbalestier and Tamberi (2021), Freeman et al. (2022), Bailey et al. (2023), Fry and Hale (2023) and UK in a Changing Europe (2024). Compared to staff interviews, secondary data avoids the cost, time and ethical constraints involved in conducting a primary data interview as well as provides adequate evidence.
[bookmark: _a969a7dbjcsb]Ethical Considerations
This study makes use of secondary data only that are publicly available. There are no human subjects and no personal data will be gathered. An Ethics Form will be filled out and be delivered. Any data saved will be on the one drive provided by the university. To ensure academic integrity, Harvard referencing will be used throughout.
[bookmark: _fj7fdnca1iye]Expected Findings
Based on the literature reviewed, there are three expected findings. One, M&S Food is likely to have experienced major challenges (to its supply chain and regulatory framework) in the wake of Brexit (i.e. SPS compliance, food labelling, customs paperwork) - as the FDF (2025) provides evidence that the quantity of food exports reduced drastically to arraign the post-Brexit trade arrangements and not due to a global trend.
Second, M&S Food should have reacted through proactive strategic and operational reactions, instead of taking Brexit costs passively. As presented in the 2024 Annual Report, operating profit in the Republic of Ireland increased to £27.9 million in 2023/24, by an amount of 11.6 million, primarily as a result of the cutting of supply-chain costs (M&S Group plc, 2024). M&S have also now invested in a new Poland distribution centre to send online orders straight to the EU consumers reducing any dependence on fulfilment based in the UK. Collectively, these actions imply proactive planning on Brexit obstacles, and more adaptive actions are anticipated in sourcing, certifying, and packaging.
Third, it is likely to have larger consequences: premium food brands are more vulnerable to post-Brexit than commodity exporters in that their business model relies on freshness, brand image and a precise supply chain - all destroyed by border friction. It would have a direct implication to policymakers assisting UK food sector in case confirmed.
[bookmark: _z5k7rkomcsz1]Risks
This study analyzes four identifiable risks. The first pertains to limited data access. M&S does not share internal strategic documents. This is manageable because the Annual Report (M&S Group plc, 2024) includes cost analysis of Brexit and logistical alterations pertinent to the case. The second risk is scope creep. Brexit has qualitative and quantitative effects across a wide range of industries and the study may lose focus. This is controlled by the strict adherence to only the three research questions and utilizing Du et al. (2024) to only conduct a macro-level comparison. The placing of first three risks in a post-Brexit context creates a research environment that is fluid. The analysis will prioritize the more current sources beyond 2022, such as the Windsor Framework (2023) and new FDF data, to address this fluidity. The last risk is researcher bias, especially in the interpretation of secondary data. This is controlled by triangulating the data across corporate documents, government policy briefs, peer-reviewed journals, and reports created by trade associations.
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