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[bookmark: _Toc231423232]Abstract
This study evaluates the effectiveness of the brand positioning activities and their impact on customers' attitudes, behaviour and brand positioning in the UK retail market by Marks & Spencer (M&S). This study is conducted in a saturated and technologically transformed retail environment, with over 30% of sales transacted online. Omnichannel shopping is increasing, with customers making more decisions. The M&S brand, with a long heritage and legacy, needs to better transfer its positioning across categories like Food and Clothing.
The research adopts an interpretivist epistemology, a deductive approach to research and a qualitative mono-method research design. The research is a case study of a positioning legacy retailer (M&S). This research uses document analysis of annual reports, ESG reports, marketing and industry reports through thematic analysis. This provides a thorough examination of positioning, communications and comprehension.
Research findings demonstrate that M&S’s efforts at positioning are partially achieved but inconsistent. Themes identified are positioning development, perception, engagement, behaviour and competitor positioning. The study shows positioning to be more successful and stable in Food (the value proposition is clear) than in Clothing (the value proposition is not clear). Perception is based on two clear attributes of quality and price, affecting perceptions of value. Online attention and interest have increased, but not necessarily behaviour. Further, the actions of M&S's competitors - such as Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco - contribute to M&S's perception, highlighting the relative nature of positioning.
The research contributes to theory by challenging the linear positioning-perception-behaviour models. It proves they are non-linear, situational and competitive, as well as omnichannel. The research adds to positioning by suggesting a more dynamic model, emphasising category and market-specific variation.
Practically, it recommends M&S to better communicate its positioning, maintain consistency across channels to improve brand experience and bridge the perception gap, particularly in Clothing. Overall, the dissertation suggests positioning is not just information-based, but involves ensuring strategy, perception and behaviour consistency, with implications for marketing theory and practice.
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	Term
	Short Meaning

	Brand Positioning
	How a brand stands out from competitors.

	Brand Identity
	How a brand presents itself to customers.

	Customer Perception
	How customers see and judge a brand.

	Customer Engagement
	How customers interact with a brand.

	Purchase Intention
	A customer’s likelihood of buying.

	Value Proposition
	The main value or benefit offered to customers.

	Competitive Positioning
	How a brand compares with rival brands.

	Omnichannel Retailing
	Selling through both stores and digital channels.

	Heritage Branding
	Using brand history to build trust.

	Repositioning
	Changing a brand’s image or market position.

	Customer-Based Brand Equity
	Brand value based on customer response.

	Thematic Analysis
	Finding key themes in research data.

	Document Analysis
	Studying written documents as research evidence.

	Interpretivism
	Understanding meanings and perceptions.

	Sustainability Positioning
	Using ethical and environmental actions to support the brand.








[bookmark: _Toc231423234]Chapter 1: Introduction
UK retail is a highly competitive and digitised market. The retail battle is no longer a location, product and price one. Competition is now around brand, digital convenience, customer experience and customer value. Retail e-commerce is becoming more structural as 27.9% of retail sales were conducted online in March 2026 (up from 32.4% in November 2025) in Great Britain (McKevitt, 2025). This shows how consumer buying journeys have become multi-venue (physical stores and e-commerce), with websites, apps and social media. So, retailers must consider positioning as multichannel rather than single-channel. 

Positioning is important for retailers as it affects how customers view value and differentiation. A retailer can sell quality, design or safety, but this will only be believed by customers if compared to other retailers and if they get it right (Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2018). This is critical in the crowded UK retail sector. Zara is fast and responsive to fashion. Primark with price and quantity. Next, with a combination of middle and Web. Tesco in food with size and convenience. Such brands make brand positions relative. It's not what they say but how they say it, how different they are from others and variants.

An example of an outdated British retailer is Marks & Spencer. It is a quality, value-for-money, and "British" brand. But the problem is that these strengths are not a strength in an internet, discount and fast-changing garment sector. The M&S growth strategy, "Reshaping for Growth", appears to be focused on re-establishing the brand on quality, value, modernisation and omnichannel sales, as well as sustainability (Verma, 2021). It is working, as per the group's turnover of £13.9 billion and profit before tax and adjusting items (PBT&A) of £875.5 million as of 2024/25 (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). But the picture is not all positive. M&S’s positioning in Food is better than in Clothing, Home & Beauty. It makes positioning more difficult. The market has been growing slowly, and ONS data shows that although the growth for retail sales turnover is - 0.2% annually in 2024, the growth in 2025 is 1.3% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This means that retailers need to gain share, not grow the market. In a competitive environment, weak positioning is a problem because consumers can defect to brands with a stronger positioning. For M&S, this means they cannot rely on tradition. It needs to provide a differential benefit in both its individual product categories and overall. So this paper treats positioning as a numerical strategic problem because if the brand's positioning is not clear, then it has an impact on seeing, interest and intention to buy, even if profit is being generated. It is important for a multiple-category retailer in an era of electronic and price competition. 

This is why this study is important. M&S is not a "loser", but has a mixed positioning. It has a great brand, history and income. However, its positioning is confusing. Quality but good value, traditional but modern, value and quality (Towers et al., 2024). Such paradoxes make the M&S brand an ideal case study to see if brand positioning decisions influence market competitiveness, customer perceptions and brand relationships of UK retail companies.

[bookmark: _Toc231423235]1.2 Research Problem
In this case, the question is related to "perception versus positioning". M&S aims to position itself as a modern, value-for-money and quality retailer as part of the "Reshaping for Growth" strategy. But the customers may not interpret the marketers' intentions. M&S Food is perceived as quality, trustworthy, and premium. M&S Clothing, Home and Beauty are not (Chen, Wang and Wood, 2023). While perceived quality is not always fashion or price. So this means that the "positioning" is not always communicated to customers, and hence the idea that where there is a strategic plan, it is executed is somewhat blurred.

Second, knowledge and performance are not equated. M&S is a great UK retailer with 150 years of history. For instance, there is variation in performance by category. This suggests awareness may not be a winning factor (Grewal, Motyka and Levy, 2018). While customers might be familiar and might trust the brand, they still see other brands (such as Zara, Primark and Next) as the "better" choice as they have a better price to quality ratio. Thus, the effectiveness of positioning needs to be evaluated in terms of behaviour.

The third issue relates to engagement and sales. As more than 30% of sales move online, in an omnichannel retail environment, customers sometimes engage with brands online (Office for National Statistics, 2026). M&S now has a greater online presence, but this doesn't guarantee sales Roy et al., 2018). Seeing, clicking or interacting in campaigns may indicate an interest in a product, but may not indicate purchase. There's a problem here, as the positioning may create interest but not necessarily lead to a sale. This means needing to judge positioning not only in terms of advertising, but also in terms of behaviour.

[bookmark: _Toc231423236]1.3 Research Aim, Objectives and Research Questions
To evaluate the strategic effectiveness of brand positioning initiatives implemented by Marks & Spencer and assess their influence on customer perception, engagement, and competitive positioning within the UK retail sector.

[bookmark: _Toc231423237]Research Objectives are as follows:
· To analyse the current brand positioning strategy of Marks & Spencer.
· To examine customer perceptions of the M&S brand identity and value proposition.
· To evaluate the effectiveness of recent brand repositioning initiatives.
· To compare M&S’s positioning strategy with major UK retail competitors.
· To propose strategic recommendations for improving brand positioning effectiveness.

The primary research question is:
· How effective are Marks & Spencer’s brand positioning initiatives in strengthening its competitive position and customer perception within the UK retail sector?
The sub-questions are:
· How has the brand positioning of Marks & Spencer evolved in recent years?
· What factors influence customer perception of the M&S brand?
· To what extent do brand positioning initiatives influence customer engagement and purchase intention?
· How does the positioning of M&S compare with major UK retail competitors?

[bookmark: _Toc231423238]1.6 Significance of the Study
This research is important academically as it adds to the positioning-perception-behaviour connection. Current brand positioning theories are mostly founded on a rational basis of positioning, perception and behaviour (Verma, 2021). Not so is the theory for M&S - different categories have different performances. The study thus adds to the literature that there is not one size fits all. It is also category, channel and competitor specific.
The implications are also obvious. Satellite managers want to know if positioning marketing activities adds value. In this case, with M&S, it's not about improving awareness as the brand is extremely well recognised (Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2018). The aim is to enhance value clarity, perceptual gaps, and to enhance order success. Thus, the research can be useful in improving value clarity, synergies and consumers' value perception (in Clothing, Home and Beauty).
The contextual relevance is for UK heritage brands. For retail, most studies are of new, fast-growing or internet-only brands. M&S is unique in having a past value as both an asset and a liability. Its reputation is a strength, but can over time become a challenge to change customer perceptions (Chung et al., 2020). Examining M&S provides an insight into how legacy retailers adapt to meet customer expectations while protecting their brand. There are lessons here for the broader UK retail industry, where many traditional retailers are facing the same challenges with technology, value and consumers.




This Dissertation is structured in five sections. The introduction part discusses the background, research problem, aim, objectives, research questions and benefits. The literature review examines literature on positioning, consumer perception and interaction, and competitive positioning, and proposes a conceptual framework. The methodology section outlines the research methods, including the interpretivist paradigm, a deductive approach, a qualitative case study, document analysis, and thematic analysis. The findings and analysis present and discuss findings based on the key themes, as outlined by the research questions. Finally, the Discussion, Conclusion & Recommendations part includes a discussion of the results, theoretical and practical implications, recommendations, limitations and possibilities for future research.


[bookmark: _Toc231423239]Chapter 2: Literature Review
This chapter evaluates branding theories relating to the success of Marks & Spencer (M&S) in the UK market. Despite considerable awareness amongst UK consumers (more than 90%), and mixed performance in the clothing market, M&S has achieved variable success. It reviews major theories and their implications for this case on M&S's "two-faced" positioning - both as a high-end retailer and also a low price (Grewal, Motyka and Levy, 2018). It also relates theory and market factors, including online competition. It begins with theory, moves to practical recommendations, synthesis, gaps and research conceptualisation of this study.

[bookmark: _Toc231423240]2.2 Theoretical Foundations of Brand Positioning
[bookmark: _Toc231423241]2.2.1 Brand Positioning Strategy – Kotler
Kotler's brand positioning theory relates to the positioning of the brand in the mind of the consumer (evaluated with differentiation, value and relevance). The importance of retail is that a rapid assessment of value for money, quality, convenience and experience is made and then compared with other brands (Kotler et al., 2014). M&S's position is quality, price and heritage. It's working, to some extent. M&S sales were £13.9 billion in 2024/25, up 8.7% with Food and 3.5% with Fashion, Home and Beauty (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). The Food growth shows a stronger position, and the fashion growth shows it is not positioned as strongly. Thus, Kotler is good but not good enough. It is overly Controlled-based. M&S shows that through different product categories, consumers can see brands as meaning different things. 
[bookmark: _Toc231423242]2.2.2 Brand Identity Model – Aaker
To build on the concept of positioning, Aaker's Brand Identity Model focuses on multiple dimensions of identity which encompass functions, feelings and organisation (Aaker, 2025). It argues that strong brands have been built using consistent identity signals across ALL touchpoints. 
[image: 4 A short version of D. Aaker's brand identity model. (Aaker and... |  Download Scientific Diagram]
[bookmark: _Toc230698468][bookmark: OLE_LINK1][bookmark: OLE_LINK2]Figure 1: Brand Identity Model, Source: (Aaker, 2025)
In Figure 1, the Brand Identity Model is focused on brand meaning. Identity is defined in terms of functional, emotional and organisational identity (Aaker, 2025). This fits M&S well. Functionally, it's quality food, clothing and stores. From an emotional point of view, it promises security, nostalgia and Britishness. Structurally, it allows for organisation and innovation in its "Reshaping M&S" vision (Chung et al., 2020). These are the reasons why M&S is performing well - adjusted profit before tax is up 22.2% to £875.5 million for 2024/25 (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). But Aaker says consistency is needed. That's not easy for a brand. M&S must be more modern, fashionable and online while remaining vintage. It describes brand positioning but not so much a transformation. 
[bookmark: _Toc231423243]2.2.3 Customer-Based Brand Equity – Keller
[image: Keller's Brand Equity Model — What It Is & How to Use It | by Keaton Hawker  | Medium]
[bookmark: _Toc230698469]Figure 2: Keller’s Customer-Based Brand Equity Model Source: (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
In Figure 2, the Customer-Based Brand Equity model examines the relationships among awareness, association, quality, and loyalty (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). So this is useful for M&S, as it has recognition and quality. But it's too simplistic. Awareness will not necessarily generate engagement, and engagement won't necessarily result in purchase. This is M&S's conundrum. Food customers might perceive high quality and purchase, but clothes customers might recognise but not perceive M&S as fashionable (Chen, Wang and Wood, 2023). Multichannel retail also challenges Keller. M&S customers have interactions in store, via mobile apps, social media, with home delivery and food outlets. These don't necessarily translate to a singular meaning. So, Keller is for measurement, but does not take into account the fragmented experience.
[bookmark: _Toc231423244]2.2.4 Theoretical Synthesis
Together, Kotler, Aaker and Keller create a useful but incomplete foundation. Kotler explains the intended strategy. Aaker explains identity construction. Keller explains customer response. This is important because positioning needs to be translated into identity, which translates to equity. For M&S, this means that quality and heritage are pointless if customers do not perceive it as interesting, relevant and therefore worth buying (Gilal et al., 2022). But the models are flawed in two ways. They are built on stability and progression. UK retail is less stable. M&S faces Low Prices, Fast Fashion, Supermarkets, Online and Synergies. Its Food growth is likely due to positioning, but probably uneven positioning effectiveness due to its likely lack of Fashion, home, and Beauty growth. So, this research critically uses these theories. This is important as this does not look like positioning as a slogan (Prentice et al., 2019). In Table 1, it can be seen that these theories consider and view positioning as a connection between strategy, symbol and reaction, which can diminish positioning strategies' effectiveness for M&S in the current UK market. 

	Theory
	Core Focus
	Strength
	Limitation
	Implication for this study

	Kotler
	Strategic differentiation
	Clarifies intended value (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Assumes controllable meaning (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Tests intended versus perceived positioning (Kotler et al., 2014)

	Aaker
	Brand identity
	Connects function, emotion and organisation (Aaker, 2025)
	Static during repositioning (Aaker, 2025)
	Explains heritage strength and modernisation tension (Aaker, 2025)

	Keller
	Consumer response
	Links awareness to loyalty (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Too linear for omnichannel retail (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Assesses perception, engagement and behavioural outcomes (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)



[bookmark: _Toc230698523]Table 1: Critical Comparison of Brand Positioning Theories, Source: Made by Author, Data from (Kotler et al., 2014; Keller and Swaminathan, 2020; Aaker, 2025)

[bookmark: _Toc231423245]2.3 Evolution of Brand Positioning in Retail (RQ1)
Retailers are no longer engaging in strategic and fixed brand positioning: it has become reactive and dynamic. Traditional theory suggests retailers build strategic positions which are sustained (McArthur, Weaven and Dant, 2016). This is no longer the case. The retail environment in the UK is constantly shifting, and ever-changing consumer perceptions of retailers, price and digital practices are re-defining positioning. M&S demonstrates this with a shift from simply being a "heritage" retailer to more of a price-quality and digitally connected retailer. While Food has been consistently "bowing down" to message "quality", Clothing has sometimes been confused in its message (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). Positioning is not static but rather in response to market and business pressures.

Digital is a key driver of positioning change. The UK is home to more than 30% of retail sales being made online, so businesses need to bridge virtual and physical worlds. M&S has agreed to pay a lot for its online and JV with Ocado - contributing to 8.7% Food growth in 2024/25. But there are also dilemmas online (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). Behaviour differs between channels, and it can be hard to deliver the company’s positioning. This detracts from the positioning theory model.

Another factor is environmental sustainability. There is a concern for social and environmental sustainability. M&S has responded in various ways, including its ESG strategy and sustainability commitment. This strategy aids in generating trust and loyalty among the older and value-conscious (Calvo-Porral and Lévy-Mangin, 2017). However, sustainability is often not a desirable point of difference, as competitors are making similar claims. As such, it has little impact on competitive advantage.

The competition to win is accelerating the repositioning. The UK is very crowded. Aldi and Primark are the discounters, and Zara and its sub-brands are fast fashion. Tesco is the most accessible (Cowan et al., 2021). M&S are positioned in the centre - this is bad. It has a 3.5% growth in clothing, home and beauty, which increases the mid-market (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). That is good, but not as good as food. But it shows that market factors have an impact on the success of positioning in different businesses.

There is no positioning development, but evolution. Laboratories respond to a series of influences. In the case of M&S, its organisation limits its options. Its heritage identity ensures trust, but chances for reconstruction (Cowan et al., 2021). Hence, perception discrepancy with customers. This results in positioning, being reactive and inconsistent across different markets, challenging the assumptions of traditional positioning models and the need for a more managed and contextualised approach.

[bookmark: _Toc231423246]2.4 Retail Branding and Customer Perception (RQ2)
Price, quality, online presence, shopping experience and sustainability are the components of customer perception with regard to retail, but M&S is known for quality. M&S Food growth in 2024/25 was 8.7%; so, quality is perceived by customers (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). However, Clothing, Home and Beauty has growth of 3.5%, suggesting that perceptions of fashion are inferior. Price is also an issue. Marks can't supply low prices like Primark or trends like Zara (Office for National Statistics, 2026). It must persuade them that product quality is there and can command a higher price (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023). This means that retail is part of this, as long as product, service and store design are contemporary. Online presence is important, as stores are online via websites, apps and social media. Sustainability is good, but it must appear genuine to customers. Table 2 synthesises the key drivers of customer perception. With each factor of customer perception, it analysed its (factor) influence, limitation, relevance and implication to our study. 



	Factor
	Influence on Perception
	Limitation
	Relevance to M&S
	Implication for this study

	Quality
	Builds trust and reliability (Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018)
	Less powerful if styles feel outdated (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023)
	Strong in Food, mixed in Clothing (Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018)
	Tests whether quality still drives positioning effectiveness (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023)

	Price
	Signals value and target market
	Can create confusion if value is unclear
	M&S sits between premium and accessible
	Helps assess premium-value tension

	Experience
	Shapes emotional judgement (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023)
	Inconsistent execution weakens trust
	Store renewal supports repositioning (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023)
	Links positioning to customer perception (Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018)

	Digital presence
	Improves access and engagement (Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018)
	Online interaction may not mean purchase
	Important for modernisation (Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018)
	Shows whether digital strategy strengthens perception (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023)

	Sustainability
	Builds ethical credibility
	Risk of scepticism (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023)
	Supports Plan A and ESG identity (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023)
	Tests authenticity of responsible positioning


[bookmark: _Toc230698524]Table 2: Key Drivers of Customer Perception, Source: (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023; Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018)
An omnichannel strategy aims to bring together the offline and online worlds to galvanise a strategy. This is important for M&S as customers may be exposed to a product online, search online and might buy in store, or it could be home delivered. But it's not easy to integrate (Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018). If the association with food, fashion, website and in-store experiences are different, then we have turned up the heat on the brand. This flies in the face of Keller's brand associations averaging out (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020).

Perception is more than just constructed. It's developed due to experience, relativity and expectations. So there is an intended and a perceived. M&S wants to be perceived as trusted, contemporary, stylish and value for money, but this might not be the case. For food, it is clear because of indulgence (Goyal and Verma, 2024). Its clothing strategy is harder because it is stylish, but don't neglect existing customers. So, it is not aware of M & S (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). It's image consistency. The elite-versus-mainstream positioning dilemma means that positioning needs to be assessed by using consumer interpretations, as well as marketing intentions.

[bookmark: _Toc231423247]2.5 Brand Positioning, Engagement and Purchase Intention (RQ3)
The theory is that positioning will invoke a perception that will invoke an engagement, which will invoke a purchase intention. M&S confirms, but also questions this. In 2024/25, the group achieved £13.9 billion in sales (a 6.1% increase), suggesting some positive engagement with customers. However, it's not all on board. Sales in Food are up by 8.7%, but in Fashion, Home and Beauty just 3.5% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). So perhaps similar branding of an organisation has different impacts on different categories. So, it does impact behaviour, but not to the same extent, with fit and expectations being the moderating factors in the UK today. 

Emotional branding is key in M&S in that the brand is synonymous with history, credibility and familiarity. This scores as secure in a purchase situation, especially in Food, where purchase is a function of familiarity and quality. But not all is emotional (Goyal and Verma, 2024). For older people, trust is important, but for younger people, trend, speed and price in clothing is essential. This is against conventional thinking that heritage sells. For M&S, heritage is good as it suggests quality, but not if it makes it seem unfashionable.

Digital is crucial to positioning. M&S is involved in online retailing, social media and online advertising to be cool. Thus, impacting out-of-store engagement. However, engagement is not all. Consumers can get engaged with content, promotions and campaigns without buying (Hoang, Barnes and Munroe, 2019). M&S put the potential revenue lost through the hack at up to £300 million over three months (from online shoppers for brand Fashion, Home and Beauty) (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This shows online positioning improves engagement, but it need not be risk-free. In theory, engagement and loyalty aren't necessarily a progression, as per Keller's model (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). Pragmatically, there needs to be availability, trust, convenience and conversion in online engagement. 

Customer experience is a link between the branding and purchase intent. The customers will only have confidence in what is being promised if the store (or web) experience, product offering and service are acceptable. Marks and Spencer’s refurbishment of shops and improvements to the website have improved sales (particularly in Food and some clothing campaigns), but experience can be trumped by convenience and price (Hasni et al., 2018). Perception of M&S's good quality mightn't be enough to prohibit purchases for price (Primark), fashion (Zara) and convenience (Tesco). So, (customer) experience is a mediator. For M&S, customers' expectations of experience mean it must be enough to support its unique value and luxury proposition. The decision to purchase will then depend on the consumer's view on this.




	Element
	Role
	Impact
	Limitation
	Variable Type
	Implication for this study

	Brand positioning
	Communicates value and differentiation (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Shapes expectations around quality, trust and modernity (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Effects vary across Food and Clothing (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Independent variable
	Tests whether M&S’s intended position is clear

	Customer perception
	Interprets brand meaning (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Converts strategy into customer judgement (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Subjective and category-specific (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Mediator
	Explains why Food performs stronger than Clothing 

	Customer engagement
	Shows interaction and attention (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Can support loyalty and consideration
	Does not always lead to buying (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Mediator
	Separates visibility from behavioural impact

	Purchase intention
	Indicates likely buying response (Aaker, 2025)
	Reflects positioning effectiveness (Aaker, 2025)
	Influenced by price, trend and convenience (Aaker, 2025)
	Dependent variable
	Measures whether positioning creates commercial value

	Competitive pressure
	Shapes customer alternatives (Hasni et al., 2018)
	Forces M&S to justify value (Hasni et al., 2018) 
	Weakens loyalty when rivals offer speed or price (Hasni et al., 2018)
	Moderator
	Explains why positioning effectiveness is context-dependent


[bookmark: _Toc230698525]Table 3: Positioning–Engagement–Behaviour Model Source: (Kotler et al., 2014; Keller and Swaminathan, 2020; Aaker, 2025; Hasni et al., 2018)
[bookmark: _Toc231423248]2.6 Competitive Positioning in UK Retail (RQ4)
The UK retail environment is very competitive. Zara is the leader in fast fashion with a high turnover, no risk and a fast, agile response. Primark is a price leader, with the lowest price and high volumes in a time of inflation (Zephaniah, Ogba and Izogo, 2020). Next targets the middle-premium market with its stable prices, digital connectedness and online speedy delivery. Tesco's popularity as a food retailer is due to its size, convenience and value, with 27% share of the UK grocery market. However, M&S retail both food and clothing (and this includes other specialist stores).

The above position of M&S is not evident overseas. Its Food business is doing well, with an 8.7 % growth rate - its strong quality is showing. But M&S's Clothing, Home and Beauty sales were up just 3.5%- this might show that they aren't distinctive. M&S competes for premium and value but is confused (Huang and Rust, 2021). M&S is neither cheap and low price (Primark), nor fast fashion and low price (Zara), nor mid-premium and good value (Next). This combination value approach leads to multiple logics, and it's difficult for customers to understand the value proposition.

Traditional models, such as Porter's generic strategies, suggest firms must choose to be either a low-cost or a differentiation strategy. In the UK, this is not the case. Nowadays, firms are a combination. Zara does efficiency and speed, but Next does quality and efficiency. This is the case with M&S. It is less of a bad than a complex position. Online price comparison sites make (at a click) comparison (Bhardwaj et al., 2018). Resistance to change is minimised and switching maximised. As a result, positioning is made effective by quickness, simplicity and consistency across channels and product lines versus strategy.

The following five interlinked measures of effectiveness can be used to measure brand positioning. Awareness, perception, engagement, purchase intention and differentiation. Awareness is not a problem for M&S. M&S is well recognised and has achieved £13.9 billion in turnover in 2024/25. But it's the last two steps (meaning and purchase intentions) that matter (Pizzi, Vannucci and Aiello, 2020). Sales across their products were on an upward trend. This is significant in terms of brand equity. According to Keller, it is based on the idea that awareness leads to associations and loyalty, but for M&S, it doesn't (Kotler et al., 2014). Someone can love M&S Food, but not shop for clothes at M&S, and prefer Zara, Primark or Next. The table summarises how each dimension supports measurement while exposing limits.

	Dimension
	Indicator
	Purpose
	Link to Study Variable
	Implication for this study

	Awareness
	Recognition and visibility (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Shows market presence (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Positioning outcome (Kotler et al., 2014)
	Confirms M&S is known, not preferred

	Perception
	Quality, value, relevance (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Tests customer meaning (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Mediator (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
	Explains category differences

	Engagement
	Digital and store interaction (Aaker, 2025)
	Shows attention and involvement (Aaker, 2025)
	Mediator (Aaker, 2025)
	Separates interest from purchase

	Purchase intention
	Likelihood of buying (Aaker, 2025)
	Measures behavioural response (Aaker, 2025)
	Dependent variable (Aaker, 2025)
	Tests commercial effectiveness

	Differentiation
	Clear advantage over rivals (Pizzi, Vannucci and Aiello, 2020)
	Assesses competitive strength (Pizzi, Vannucci and Aiello, 2020)
	Outcome/moderator (Pizzi, Vannucci and Aiello, 2020)
	Shows whether M&S stands apart


[bookmark: _Toc230698526]Table 4: Measuring Positioning Effectiveness, Source: (Kotler et al., 2014; Keller and Swaminathan, 2020; Aaker, 2025; Pizzi, Vannucci and Aiello, 2020)
Table 4 gives evidence that there is effectiveness in different senses. M&S's latest profit before tax and adjusting items, to 22.2% to £875.5 million, is good news (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). But factors are beyond control. Loyalty is shaken by competition; fast fashion promotes the need for speed, and Tesco offers food convenience. So, the positioning can be judged by the ability of M&S to create perceptions of value in terms of heritage and quality, which lead to behaviours and category purchases.
[bookmark: _Toc231423249]2.8 Literature Gap
There are rationales for brand positioning, perception and behaviour, but a propensity to be un-integrated. Kotler talks about strategy, Aaker identity, and Keller perception (Aaker, 2025; Keller and Swaminathan, 2020; Kotler et al., 2014). However, there is little integration of the set of activities from positioning to engagement and into behaviour. This has a low predictive value. At Marks and Spencer (M&S), high awareness and increasing revenues (£13.9 billion in 2024/25) are not symmetrically connected to clothing. A growth in revenues of 8.7% in Food, while revenues in Fashion, Home and Beauty recorded a mere 3.5%, suggests that there is an unequal link between positioning and behaviour. This could be a knowledge gap between positioning theories and applications in categories.

There has been little research on UK retail brands. Most research covers businesses which are new or technological, and can easily reposition. M&S operates differently. It's an established hundred-year-old firm, and the history shapes consumers' expectations - and leads to new positions being developed more slowly. The UK market is very mature and highly technologically advanced. These create new tensions not captured by theories (Witek-Hajduk and Grudecka, 2018). As a result, research does not sufficiently cover the practice of position management activities for heritage brands in the new retailers' world.

Research typically employs surveys, models and other quantitative measures of attitudes and behaviours of consumers. These are important but only recognise behavioural intentions, not behaviour (Murray, Elms and Teller, 2017). For M&S, the reports, marketing strategies and sustainability strategies reflect the planned positioning, which may not be reflected. Document analysis is not commonly used in studies of strategies. This stunts the knowledge about the translation of strategy to consumers.

[bookmark: _Toc231423250]2.9 Conceptual Framework
This dissertation sees M&S brand positioning as a process with stages that, although not necessarily linear. Brand positioning strategy is an independent variable in the framework that is articulated in the concepts of quality, value, heritage and relevance. This exemplifies what M&S try to express via Food, Clothing, Home and Beauty. But there's no link from positioning to purchasing behaviour, as the first arrow suggests (Murray, Elms and Teller, 2017). This is then filtered by the customer perception (first mediator) and creates the confidence he or she has in M&S as being good value/ trustworthy or as being fashionable or not. This is very important as the same corporate brand may be interpreted differently based on the categories; Food seems to be more transparent, while Clothing is experiencing more ambiguity.
[image: ]
[bookmark: _Toc230698470]Figure 3: Conceptual Framework for M&S UK Brand Positioning, Source: Author, data from: (Murray, Elms and Teller, 2017; Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2018)
The second arrow is a linkage to customer perception, and it is linked to customer engagement. Engagement is not the same as purchase and involves store visits, website visits, app usage and campaign engagement (Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2018). However, M&S will be engaging digitally with the customers while they shop at the Primark, Zara and Tesco stores. Therefore, it is concluded that the dependent variable is purchasing intention, and it is a business measure for the effectiveness of positioning.
Competitive intensity is an upper moderator in Figure 3 that will help the reader understand the impact that fast fashion, discount retailers/supermarkets will have on either of the relationships, weakening or reshaping them. The lower contextual factor (M&S heritage and trust) has an impact on perception and engagement (Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2018). Helps build credibility and restricts positioning. Overall, it is agreed that the positioning effectiveness of M&S is not solely dependent on communication, and it is about whether or not strategic meaning still exists after all forms of customer interpretation, customer channel experience and competition comparison.
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	Theoretical Framework
	Key Authors
	Main Concepts
	Application to Research
	Critical Insights

	Brand Positioning Theory
	(Kotler et al., 2014)
	Differentiation, value proposition
	Used to understand M&S’s strategic positioning efforts
	Assumes stable markets; less applicable in fast-changing retail environments

	Brand Identity Model
	(Aaker, 2025)
	Functional, emotional, and organisational identity
	Applied to examine M&S’s brand consistency and evolution
	Assumes consistency over time; struggles to explain transformation in heritage brands

	Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE)
	(Goyal and Verma, 2024)
	Awareness, associations, perceived quality, loyalty
	Applied to evaluate customer perception of M&S’s brand identity
	Linear progression oversimplifies complex, omnichannel retail experiences

	Strategic Brand Repositioning
	(Iyer et al., 2019)
	Rebranding, market shifts
	Explores M&S’s repositioning strategy due to competition and digital transformation
	Fails to address real-time complexities and inconsistencies in repositioning

	Competitive Positioning
	(McArthur, Weaven and Dant, 2016)
	Cost leadership vs differentiation
	Applied to analyse how M&S compares with Zara, Primark, and Tesco
	Overlooks speed of competition and hybrid strategies employed by firms like M&S

	Customer Perceived Value (Quality, price and experience-based evaluation)
	(Alimamy and Al-Imamy, 2022)
	Product quality, price positioning, store experience
	Used to understand how M&S is perceived by customers
	Models oversimplify decision-making, doesn't fully capture dynamic consumer perceptions

	Omnichannel Strategy
	(Cowan et al., 2021)
	Integration of physical and digital interactions
	Explores M&S’s omnichannel strategy and its impact on customer engagement
	Assumes smooth integration, but fragmented experiences in practice

	Strategic Brand Repositioning (Adaptation to market and technological change)
	(Roy et al., 2018)
	Competitive pressure, technological change
	Used to analyse M&S’s response to external pressures and repositioning efforts
	Ignores challenges of maintaining consistent positioning during rapid changes

	Sustainability and Ethical Positioning
	(Souza-Monteiro and Hooker, 2017)
	Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), sustainability practices
	Examines M&S’s ethical commitments and their effect on brand perception
	Sustainability efforts can be seen as ‘greenwashing’ without genuine commitment

	Brand Loyalty and Engagement
	(Murray, Elms and Teller, 2017)
	Brand loyalty, emotional attachment
	Used to measure customer engagement and potential loyalty to M&S
	The focus on emotional attachment can overlook price-driven consumer behaviour

	Brand Positioning & Market Dynamics
	(Olsen et al., 2022)
	Market dynamics, differentiation as competitive advantage
	Evaluates how M&S’s strategy fits within the broader UK retail market
	Models are often too simplistic and don't account for the fast-paced evolution of consumer preferences

	Retail Experience & Customer Interaction
	(Chung et al., 2020)
	Customer journey, retail experience
	Applied to assess how M&S’s in-store and online experiences shape perceptions
	Fails to fully address the complexities of an omnichannel customer journey in modern retail

	Consumer-Brand Relationship
	(Fazal-e-Hasan et al., 2018)
	Emotional branding, consumer-brand connection
	Used to analyse M&S’s emotional connection with customers
	Assumes consistent emotional responses, neglecting differences across consumer segments

	Strategic Marketing Communication
	(Hasni et al., 2018)
	Branding communication, strategic alignment
	Explores how M&S communicates its strategic shifts in branding
	Theories tend to ignore the reality of inconsistent or conflicting brand messages

	Brand Identity Coherence
	(Chen, Wang and Wood, 2023)
	Consistency in brand identity, long-term brand equity
	Used to evaluate how M&S maintains or shifts its brand identity
	The assumption of linear identity building doesn't fully address the challenges faced by heritage brands


[bookmark: _Toc230698527]Table 5: Summary of key literature Source: (Author)
    
This chapter shows that traditional positioning theory is only partially able to explain M&S. Guided by the UK retail sector's dynamism, M&S has variable sales. M&S's £13.9 billion turnover is not: Food up 8.7% and Clothing only 3.5% (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). This supports that the process of perceptions and purchases is not predictable. Complexity, competition and price undermine theory. The literature review shows a lack of theory, UK legacy and methodology (Iyer et al., 2019). The developed framework addresses these issues by linking positioning, perception, engagement and behaviour. Under competitive pressure, it provides a more realistic basis to assess M&S positioning effectiveness in practice.

[bookmark: _Toc231423251]Chapter 3: Research Methodology
This chapter explains how this research evaluate the branding impact of the brand positioning strategy of Marks & Spencer (M&S) and its influence on the awareness, preference and positioning in its retail market in the UK. Despite Marks & Spencer's dominance in brand awareness, the impact of marketing positioning strategies is varied across the products, which reveals a positioning disconnect with its customers (Li et al., 2021). So, this chapter justifies emphasising meaning and interpretation over measurement. The research philosophy is chosen to be interpretivism, supported by mono-method (qualitative) and deductive methods. The case study with document analysis and thematic deductive analysis provides an analysis of and critique of the positioning strategies.

[bookmark: _Toc231423252]3.2 Research Philosophy: Interpretivism
Interpretivism is the study of phenomena which builds a social construct as opposed to the quantification of phenomena. This is appropriate for this study as the positioning, perception and interaction with a brand are not static but are perceptions and understandings that are contextual (Saunders et al., 2023). In UK retail, brand engagement and communication with consumers is complex. In the case of M&S, positioning is perceived in terms of heritage, quality, value, "online" or sustainable, and these perceptions may differ among various customer segments (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). Positivism is not suitable as it is founded on stability in relations, involving quantitative data. Interpretivism allows us to consider positioning. However, the findings are unique to this case study, with M&S being a heritage brand in a fierce, highly competitive and dynamic retail industry.

[bookmark: _Toc231423253]3.3 Research Approach: Deductive
A deductive approach moves from theory to reality - theory is applied to specific situations and tested (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). In this case, Kotler's positioning model, Aaker's Brand Identity model and Keller's Customer-Based Brand Equity or CBBE model is used to guide research of M&S (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). It informs the study of the positioning impact on perceptions, engagement and purchase intentions. Kotler tells us about positioning, Aaker about signals and Keller about behaviours. So the conceptual framework foreshadows positioning to perception, brand engagement to behaviours (such as response) (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). For instance, this allows evaluation of why M&S’s positioning results in favourable responses in some product categories, but not in others. Deduction provides theoretical consistency. However, it may stifle the discovery of new ideas, especially in a complex retail setting where consumer behaviour may not be as expected.

[bookmark: _Toc231423254]3.4 Methodological Choice: Qualitative Mono-Method
Qualitative research involves the study of meanings, interpretations and context, as opposed to statistical information (Saunders et al., 2023). This research design is a mono-method, qualitative design, which means one method is used for consistency and integrity in its analysis. This is appropriate as M&S's positioning is narratives, image, strategy document and website, which can't be analysed statistically. In the UK retail sector, the customer's perspective is formed following these processes. Surveys and other quantitative techniques, such as SPSS, can measure customer attitudes and positioning using different methods. But this study does not focus on measuring customer attitude. This study aims to examine intended and communicated positioning through secondary documentary evidence. For this reason, qualitative document analysis is more aligned with this research.

 (Lock and Seele, 2015). This project measures effective positioning according to the positioning strategies provided in documents. But although the qualitative approach makes for rich interpretations, it does not assess the attitudes of consumers; as such, it is not generalisable.

[bookmark: _Toc231423255]3.5 Research Strategy: Case Study of Marks & Spencer
This approach is the study of an individual organisation in the context of the society in which it operates to explain complicated phenomena. This approach is effective because elements that influence brand positioning are its heritage, market and perception - all of which are uncontrollable (Ragab and Arisha, 2017). The case study firm is the UK-based Marks & Spencer, and it needs to reposition its brand. The retailer operates in multiple industries like food and clothing, and aims to provide value for money, quality and sustainability while embracing technology. This makes formulating the positioning hard to do.

Although M&S is a known brand with varying sales across categories, it is possible that positioning is not directly translated into consumer behaviour (Mao et al., 2020). It is therefore an important organisation to take into account the "strategy-perception gap". The case-based approach allows a more in-depth look at the perceptions and development of the positioning strategy and communications. It enables connecting the theories and evidence from the organisation, which is vital for this research (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). However, there are drawbacks. It will only provide insights into the case - M&S - and the results may not be transferable. But it provides good analytical insights into the responses of established companies to market pressures and considerations when repositioning a brand; it's therefore an excellent guide to retail positioning.

[bookmark: _Toc231423256]3.6 Data Collection Method: Document Analysis
The document analysis method is used for analysing the secondary source in this study because the source messages carry the messages of the brand’s positioning of Marks & Spencer. The study to analyse Market Leader and the way M&S markets itself through the official and market-facing texts would be best suited with a document analysis approach (Ginder, Kwon and Byun, 2021). It is a method that is possible to determine the strategic meaning, rather than to measure consumers' attitudes directly. It is based on the authors of documents. It is an opportunity for the researcher to analyse them methodologically and correlate them with the research questions.




	Data source
	Examples from references
	Purpose
	Linked RQ

	M&S corporate reports and Office for National Statistics (ONS) report
	Annual Report 2025; ESG Report 2025; Office for National Statistics (2026)
	Identify strategy, performance, sustainability and repositioning messages
	RQ1, RQ2, RQ3

	Brand and retail theory
	Kotler et al. (2014); Aaker (2025); Keller and Swaminathan (2020)
	Provide theoretical lenses for positioning, identity and brand equity
	All RQs

	Retail and consumer studies
	Grewal, Motyka and Levy (2018); Cowan et al. (2021); Chen, Wang and Wood (2023)
	Contextualise retail change, digital experience and consumer perception
	RQ1, RQ2

	Engagement and purchase literature
	Fazal-e-Hasan et al. (2018); Goyal and Verma (2024); Verma (2021)
	Analyse links between engagement, loyalty and purchase intention
	RQ3

	Competitor and industry sources
	(Inditex Group (2025); NEXT (2025); McKevitt (2025)
	Compare M&S with competitors and market trends
	RQ4


[bookmark: _Toc230698528]Table 6: Secondary Data Sources Used for Document Analysis Source: (Author)
Documents in Table 6 are selected purposively because the selected documents in the research are related to the research questions. Other companies, universities, competitors and industry can provide evidence to validate the M&S claim, increasing the credibility of the claim (McArthur, Weaven and Dant, 2016). But since it is secondary research, customer perception and purchase intention cannot be measured, but can be inferred from the qualitative study.
[bookmark: _Toc231423257]
3.7 Sampling Criteria: Inclusion and Exclusion
The selection of the documents in this study is carried out by Purposive sampling, which is a requirements approach, namely a selection of documents that are appropriate to the problem that is formulated in the research and the research questions formulated. (Katsikeas, Leonidou and Zeriti, 2020) This sample is a purposive sample of secondary data that would be analysed for the case of Marks & Spencer with respect to market positioning, customers’ perception of Marks & Spencer, customer engagement with Marks & Spencer and its competitive position in the UK retail industry (Rashid et al., 2019). This is appropriate for this qualitative case study because the aim is to be able to select those documents from which they can discover the information and not necessarily a large and representative statistical sample

Inclusion criteria:
· Sources directly related to Marks & Spencer’s brand positioning, strategy, sustainability, digital transformation or retail performance.
· M&S corporate documents, including annual reports, ESG reports, website content and marketing communications.
· Competitor sources relating to Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco, where they support positioning comparison.
· Academic journal articles on brand positioning, brand equity, retail branding, customer engagement, purchase intention and retail competition.
· Industry and market reports relevant to the UK retail sector.
· Sources published mainly within the last 5–10 years, except key theoretical sources.
Exclusion criteria:
· Sources not related to retail, branding, consumer perception or competitive positioning.
· Studies focused on non-UK markets unless they provide useful theoretical insight.
· Unverified blogs, opinion pieces or unsupported online commentary.
· Outdated sources that do not reflect the current retail environment.
· Sources with no clear relevance to the research questions.


[bookmark: _Toc231423258]3.8 Time Horizon: Longitudinal
This study adopts a longitudinal qualitative time horizon because M&S’s brand positioning is not a single event but an ongoing repositioning process (Welch et al., 2022). Since the study uses secondary documents, it can examine how M&S’s strategy has developed across several years through annual reports, ESG reports, marketing communications and competitor evidence. This is more appropriate than a cross-sectional approach because the research question asks how M&S’s positioning has evolved in recent years. A longitudinal view allows the study to compare changes in quality, value, sustainability, digital transformation and competitive positioning over time (Welch et al., 2022). However, the analysis remains focused on recent developments relevant to the current UK retail environment.

[bookmark: _Toc231423259]3.9 Data Analysis Method: Thematic Analysis
Thematic analysis is used to analyse the information from secondary sources, which is qualitative, such as the positioning of the Marks & Spencer brand in the retail industry in the United Kingdom. Thematic analysis is one of the methods to analyse data, and is used to identify patterns or themes in the data. The research is located in the realm of meanings, perceptions and strategic messages; it is therefore suitable for this specific type of research (Naeem et al., 2023). As studies focus on how M&S is promoting their brand identity, thematic analysis is a flexible and systematic method that will be used to interpret how the themes of ‘brand identity', ‘value proposition', ‘customer perception', ‘engagement' and ‘competitive positioning' are communicated in each document or across documents.

Analysis will be carried out based on the six steps of analysis according to Braun and Clarke. They will first become familiar with the data through multiple readings of their chosen documents and note initial ideas about quality, value, heritage, sustainability, the digital transformation and engagement and competition (Caulfield, 2024). Secondly, initial codes will be developed by finding out the words, phrases and parts that are related to the research aim and the research questions. Third, these codes will be packaged in larger themes that have wider implications, like positioning evolution, customer perception, engagement options and intention to purchase, and competitive differentiation (Caulfield, 2024). Fourthly, the themes will be checked with the entire dataset to establish that the themes are actually in keeping with the evidence and will be appropriate and not unnecessarily overlapped. Fifth, the themes of the topics should be sharply formulated with names that are themselves typical of the theme for each theme to give them a specific analytical purpose (Caulfield, 2024). Finally, the findings will be inserted in the final report, including relevant extracts and examples from the analysed documents.

This process aids in making the study relate to the study questions and theory through the documentary evidence. In the latter, however, the researcher may make conclusions – thematic analysis has an interpretation aspect with researcher reflexivity instrumental and involved in the analysis (Welch et al., 2022). The researcher will thus be mindful of any individual's assumptions and will prove their interpretations by clear coding, appropriate theme elaboration and citations throughout the data set. This helps to establish more credibility and trustworthiness in the analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc231423260]3.10 Data Mapping: RQs, Data and Theory
Data mapping involves connecting each research question with a piece or pieces of data and to the required and/or appropriate theoretical support. This enhances the uniformity of research goal, data sources, thematic analysis and theory (Snyder, 2019).

	Research question
	Documents/data analysed
	Theory applied
	Purpose of analysis

	RQ1: How has M&S brand positioning evolved in recent years?
	M&S Annual Report 2025, ESG Report 2025, website content and strategy communications
	Kotler’s positioning theory; Aaker’s Brand Identity Model
	To examine how M&S communicates quality, value, heritage, modernity and sustainability over time

	RQ2: What factors influence customer perception of the M&S brand?
	M&S marketing materials, website content, ESG communications and retail literature
	Keller’s CBBE model; Aaker’s brand identity
	To analyse how quality, price, trust, sustainability and experience shape perceived brand meaning

	RQ3: To what extent do positioning initiatives influence engagement and purchase intention?
	M&S annual report, digital/website communications, engagement and purchase-intention literature
	Keller’s CBBE model; brand engagement theory
	To assess how positioning messages may influence interest, engagement and behavioural intention

	RQ4: How does M&S compare with competitors?
	Competitor evidence from Zara/Inditex, Next, Primark, Tesco and industry reports
	Competitive positioning theory
	To compare M&S’s differentiation against major UK retailers


[bookmark: _Toc230698529]Table 7: Mapping of Research Questions, Data Sources and Theoretical Frameworks Source: (Author)
This type of mapping ensures that the maps’ outcomes are evidence-based and theory-oriented, and that the maps are related to the research questions.

[bookmark: _Toc231423261]3.11 Research Quality: Credibility, Transparency and Triangulation
Validity is statistical, so for qualitative research, validity, credibility, transparency, triangulation, dependability and confirmability are used to assess research quality. Credibility is achieved through multiple sources of credible information, including M&S annual and ESG reports, marketing materials and industry reports (Aguinis, Bergh and Molina-Azorin, 2022). This is important because M&S is in a changing environment, with no definitive source of information. The process is transparent through the development of a coding system and themes, which helps explain how this research get to the conclusions.

The triangulation of different types of data (such as corporate strategy papers, marketing materials, and data about competitors Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco) is used for cross-checking (McKevitt, 2025). This helps to reduce bias and identify inconsistencies between the brand perception and the customers' feedback. Validity is ensured by a thorough examination, which reveals consistency with themes. Interpretation is reduced by using evidence to conclude rather than presumptions.

However, due to a lack of primary customer data, conclusions refer to inferred rather than observed behaviours. So the analysis should be conservative and conditional, notably in the capability to interpret the potential M&S positioning into a behaviour.

[bookmark: _Toc231423262]3.12 Ethical Considerations
All data used in this study are secondary data that are already available to the public in the form of Corporate Reports, ESG documents, marketing materials, industry reports and articles in academic publications. So, it does not involve direct involvement of human participants in the research. It is not related to any personal data collection or informed consent. But in qualitative research, ethical issues are still crucial (Snyder, 2019). To avoid plagiarism and misrepresentation, all work sources will be cited properly. The researcher will also equitably understand documents rather than only picking evidence to come to a pre-determined conclusion on the effectiveness of M&S positioning. Given that a lot of the corporate documents could be a glaring spin on the organisation, it would be critically reviewed and triangulated with competitor, industry and academic sources. Also, reflexivity would be upheld by acknowledging the role of the researcher in conceptualising the interpretation of the meanings from the data.

[bookmark: _Toc231423263]3.13 Methodological Limitations
There are several methodological limitations in this study. First, there is no direct (primary) consumer information. So, the study cannot monitor consumer information or behaviour, which is very important in a marketplace and consumer interactions are in "real-time". Second, the study is based on secondary data, such as company reports and communications. These reports are meant to convey business strategy (McKevitt, 2025). As such, these reports could be biased, favouring the positives and minimising the negatives associated with positioning.

Third, this research is a case study of M&S. This does offer insights, but may not be generalisable. Fourth, a single point in time aim is to highlight current positioning achievements, and fails to capture repositioning over time (Bhardwaj et al., 2018). This is critical for M&S as its brand image from the past is important for how it is perceived today. But the foregoing does not invalidate the current study. Document analysis is legitimate for analysing the positioning strategies' progression and communication. The focus of the study is on success, not consumer behaviour (Bhardwaj et al., 2018). The study's analysis of various sources of data in parallel with theory provides a different contextual and valid understanding of M&S's positioning.



This chapter justified an interpretivist philosophy, a deductive research approach and a qualitative mono-method to research M&S's positioning effectiveness. The M&S case trial offers the opportunity to study a traditional retail organisation that has struggled to explain the need to reposition in the digital market. Document analysis and thematic analysis can be used to interpret strategy, communication and positioning of the product as well as the use of metrics (Lock and Seele, 2015). This overcomes issues of "mixed" positioning outcomes. The approach provides a systematic and coherent basis. It offers an effective, albeit rigorous, analytical basis for Chapter 4, in which theory and evidence are applied to the data.



[bookmark: _Toc231423264]Chapter 4: Findings & Analysis
The purpose of this chapter is to evaluate the success of M&S brand positioning, based on the analysis of annual reporting filed by the company, environmental, social and governance (ESG) reporting, marketing strategies and other industry information. Diffuse interactions are at the centre of positioning in the UK retail market, which has 30%+ online turnover (Office for National Statistics, 2026). The research adopts systemisation through a thematic analysis to understand how strategy drives perception, engagement and positioning (competitive) results. The analysis is organised into a series of themes that relate to RQ1-RQ4, and have cross-theme analysis and review of the conceptual framework. This chapter is an analytical one that draws on theory and evidence to explain the differences in positioning strategies of M&S.

[bookmark: _Toc231423265]4.2 Thematic Findings
Thematic findings have been categorised based on the four research questions and formed through thematic analysis of secondary documents, which include M&S reports, ESG materials, marketing materials, evidence from its website and competitor and industry sources (Alimamy and Al-Imamy, 2022). Each theme is an interpretation of the impact of M&S's positioning initiatives on customer perception, customer engagement, customer purchase intention and customer competitive positioning.

[bookmark: _Toc231423266]4.2.1 Theme 1: Positioning Evolution — RQ1
RQ1: How has Marks & Spencer’s brand positioning evolved in response to changes in the UK retail landscape?
Theme 1 was developed from the thematic coding process rather than from a general review of literature. The underlying codes that met RQ1, as shown in Appendix A2, were: Heritage positioning, Brand modernisation, Digital transformation and Sustainability positioning (Olsen et al., 2022). The codes were then grouped in Appendix A3 within the final theme as they show the way M&S is trying to modernise its brand and move away from its ‘traditional’ retail roots to become digital and more environmentally friendly (Anselmsson, Burt and Tunca, 2017). Appendix A4, which summarises the positioning of various categories for the brand M&S, supports this main conclusion of RQ1; that positioning in the UK retail sector is becoming more digital, value and sustainability driven, or at least needs to be; and that M&S may be more representative of this shift in Food rather than in Clothing, Home & Beauty.

Document analysis thus reveals that the re-positioning is a strategic defensive move that M&S are undertaking. The code heritage positioning features trust/familiarity and quality as primary brand meaning. One can speak of a one-dimensional code in the sense of its continuity in time: the British sense of retailing (Olsen et al., 2022). But M&S is not about to take its reputation on trust with regard to the code brand modernisation. With this strategy, “Reshaping M&S”, the retailer will seek to breathe new life into its extreme product offering, re-energise stores, and provide digital capability and customer relevance. It means a decision to largely abandon a passive heritage positioning, and to take a more proactive approach to positioning on the dimensions of quality, value and relevance to the life of today (Aaker, 2025). This transition is not all the same: it is revealed by the coded evidence. Categorised difference code: Quality, freshness, indulgence and trust are clearly customer-oriented and indicate a clear course of action for Food. Clothing, Home and Beauty, on the other hand, is under more pressure as M&S has to look current and trendy, while still retaining its reputation for security and convenience (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b, p. 21). That's why it shouldn't only be decided on the corporate level. Must be categories analysed as the brand messaging would be different in the different business areas. This category-level difference is also supported by the performance evidence identified through document analysis. Evidence in 2024/25 shows there has been around 6.7% year-on-year growth in Sales.  Including close to 9% growth in Sales in food and nearly 3.5% in clothing/homeware, indicating a higher success when repositioning in food as compared with non-food (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a, p. 23). Because it indicates that repositioning has been more successful in Food than in non-food categories.

In addition, there is a code of digital transformation that is of importance in this theme. The investments M&S is making in the online channel, integration of the stores and omnichannel capability, show that positioning is not just about “The way”, but must be based on access, convenience and customer experience. An analysis shows, however, that digitalisation doesn't always mean better things. This will help in attaining visibility and engagement but will ultimately contribute to value perception and purchase intent (Kotler et al., 2014). Sustainability positioning is a complex area. In the appendix coding, trust and modernity are supported by the use of ESG and the responsibility of ethics. But when rivals say as much, sustainability is not as much of a differentiator. To sum up what this means is that sustainability is an element to strengthen M&S's credibility, but not a positioning (Roy et al., 2018). The conclusions from Theme 1 are that the brand positioning has shifted from being legacy-driven towards a hybrid positioning with legacy, modernisation, digital access, value and sustainability all brought together to respond to the question RQ1. Importantly, the analysis reveals that repositioning has only been slightly effective. Food is clearer when it comes to Area Strategy vs Category Perception, Home and Beauty and Clothing are less evident. This is directly related to findings & methodology.
.
[bookmark: _Toc231423267]4.2.2 Theme 2: Customer Perception — RQ2
RQ2: What factors influence customer perception of M&S?
Theme 2 was generated from the thematic analysis of the secondary documents, not simply from existing branding theory. Prices, categories and sustainability positioning, as illustrated in Appendix A2, were the first codes developed to address RQ2. These codes are then grouped under the final theme of Customer Perception (Souza-Monteiro and Hooker, 2017). It indicates how the customer might perceive M&S differently across the two categories. M&S Food & Clothing and M&S Home & Beauty. This main finding is evident in Appendix A4, where the difference between the different categories (Sustainable & Digital) and between consumers within each segment is also reported as being primarily shaped by M&S’s perception of quality, price, value, trust, heritage and sustainable/purpose (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b, p 41). One of the most robust coding included in the analysis is the quality perception. Consistently throughout the documents, the name of the retailer M&S can be found, and it is a name which is synonymous with quality, reliability and trust. Yet, there is another thing in the coded evidence that shows that good quality does not necessarily mean a favourable customer perception. In the UK retailing, quality is a conjunction with low cost, relevance and convenience. It is for this reason that the price-value tension code is important (Chen, Wang and Wood, 2023). But for M&S to be successful, it's not simply about being “premium”, customers will also be considering Primark for reduced prices, Zara for quicker collections and fashion, Next for online shopping ease and Tesco for food ease and convenience. Thus, it will be up to aspects of customer perception if M&S will make its quality look like it is worth the price.

The difference between the categories is the code that is of most analytical value. The value proposition for foods is much better by combining freshness with indulgence, trust and quality. This helps to create the Company's identity and reputation of M&S Food. In contrast, Clothing, Home and Beauty offers a more in-depth evaluation of customers (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). While customers might value M&S clothing quality, they might also believe the offer is less trend-led and fashion forward – or even less price competitive for the brand – than its competitors. The implications of this are of serious importance as it shows that customer perception in the case of M&S products cannot simply be one-way (Roy et al., 2018). But it follows that the opinion of consumers is different for each product category. Furthermore, placing on sustainability was also coded, customer perception (Souza-Monteiro and Hooker, 2017). ESG, ethical sourcing, and responsible business are helping boost M&S's credibility and organisational identity, as demonstrated by Document Analysis. However, there are major problems with this code that must be articulated in a critical manner. Unlike some other retailers, many retailers in the UK have sustainability stories to tell, so sustainability is not always the clearly defining factor to build trust (Saqib, 2021). However, sustainability does not solve the issues of lack of fashion, price transparency and ease. This perception of a digital presence also shows up in the general perception result in Appendix A4. The analysis suggests that M&S come across more like a contemporary company online by virtue of its presence, apps and omnichannel access (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). But only a digital presence which makes the customer happy and helps in converting the leads to customers is valuable. There is possibly an increase in browsing for clarity without a preference for it. Overall, the result of Theme 2 was that it was shown that the elements of quality, value, trust, heritage, sustainability, digital and category-specific meaning all impacted on customer perception of M&S’s answer to RQ2. It can be seen from the appendix coding that Food has a more clearly perceived image and has a more convincing image compared to Clothing, Home and Beauty (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). But, most importantly, what M&S is lacking is NOT a low awareness, but it is a low relevance in some categories, NOT all, about value and purchase confidence, because of the perception of quality and heritage.

[bookmark: _Toc231423268]4.2.3 Theme 3: Engagement and Behaviour — RQ3
RQ3: How does positioning influence engagement and purchase intention?
By thematic coding, the themes were identified, and these were not described again in the literature on engagement for theme 3. As revealed in Appendix A2, the codes that are most related to the RQ3 are digital transformation, gap of engagement and difference in the category. These codes were consolidated in Appendix A3 under the theme of Engagement and Behaviour due to the evidence suggesting that M&S positioning is a catalyst for engagement, which is not necessarily a means of purchase intention (Wiedmann et al., 2018). The final finding for RQ3 – M&S positioning for engagement, but needs to be relevant, lower prices, more convenient and more trustworthy for conquest – is summarised in Appendix A4. With the digital transformation code, M&S is making the brand look more modern, convenient and customer-focused through online channels, loyalty communication, store renewal and access through omnichannel channels. This helps engagement since customers can now browse products, get campaign messages, engage with offers and go back and forth between store and digital channels (Vo Minh, Nguyen Huong and Dang Nguyen Ha, 2022). But according to the evidence that's been coded, engagement isn't necessarily a measure of positioning effectiveness. A customer might shop online for M&S clothes or go into a particular shop or reply to promotional communications, but still go to Zara for the trend, Primark for the value, Next for convenience or Tesco for an everyday food shop.

Thus, it is the engagement gap code that is key as an analytic finding for RQ3. It indicates that the place is a prerequisite for securing interest and interest for the brand, but to create the purchase intention, one needs more measures that are convincing the customer that buying the product would maximise the fit with their current buying criteria with the brand promises (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). The promise of quality and trust works for M&S, but it won't necessarily be enough if customers also want fashion, low cost and there to be fast delivery and easy availability. This calls into question a linear progression that drives awareness and engagement and then transfers engagement to loyalty. M&S: Conditional and mediated by Category, Value perception and Competitor comparison (Alimamy and Al-Imamy, 2022). The following category difference code helps to elucidate the reason for this conversion of engagement from Food to Clothing, Home and Beauty. There is more frequent buying of food, and M&S’s brand connotations of freshness, indulgence and trust align with customer expectations. So there is a better pathway to repeat purchase for Food engagement. In contrast, the evaluation of customers on Clothing, Home and Beauty depends on style, fitting, trend, price and brand image (Verma, 2021). Even if customers are aware of the vision and want M&S products in these, the customers may not consider the category as fashionable enough or as priced competitively enough. This leads to a weak flow from 'engagement' to purchase 'intent'.

Not only an operational tool, but the analysis reveals that digital capability is a part of the brand promise. If M&S portrays itself as contemporary and approachable, impact on access, fulfilment or availability can be hazardous to confidence and lead to diminished conversion. Therefore, the engagement requires communication and then the behaviour will rely on whether or not the customer experience follows the promise at the time of the sale (Yang et al., 2017). Theme 3 collectively demonstrates the positioning' to answer RQ3 and to provide a demonstration that positioning increases visibility, relevance and interactions, and is therefore influential in engagement. But it seems that this is not inevitable from the appendix coding: the actual intent to purchase. Product relevance (and value), convenience, availability and trust are the components in the mix that will turn engagement into behaviour for M&S (Alimamy and Al-Imamy, 2022). This isn't simply about how well customers are interacting—it's about how well they're connecting with the engagement to buying confidence. This links directly with the findings section and the methodology, which is overtly related to using thematic analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc231423269]4.2.4 Theme 4: Competitive Positioning — RQ4
RQ4: How is M&S positioned relative to competitors?
Theme 4 was created using the process of thematic analysis instead of a general discussion on competitors. As listed in Appendix A2, the initial codes related to RQ4 were competitive pressure, hybrid positioning & price value tension. The following codes were then clustered in Appendix A3 under the final theme of Competitive Positioning, as this is where M&S is being judged against Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco. According to the 2025 results, Inditex's GP was €23.2 billion, representing a gross margin of 58.3% (Inditex Group, 2025). The key finding is summarised in Appendix A4; M&S appears to be a trusted, quality-led and somewhat selectively ‘premium’ retailer, whilst its rivals have simpler and more distinguishable market positions. The competitive pressure code indicated that M&S are in a competitive environment with rival brands providing customers with clear alternatives. The speed and trend responsiveness, and interlaced fashion agility represent Zara (Olsen et al., 2022). This puts pressure on clothing, home, and beauty retailer M&S, who have to look contemporary and stylish without losing its reputation for quality, comfort and reliability. The analysis indicates that it can be hard, as M&S's clothing scenario is more complicated than Zara's. In the case of Zara, it is easier for customers to ‘read' than that of M&S, who have to communicate about fashion and also about old-fashioned reliability.

When compared to Primark, the price value tension code is one of the most apparent. Value is easy and obvious in Primark's business of low-priced, high-volume goods. Without diluting its focus on quality, M&S will not be able to duplicate this. But if M&S stays too high-end, buying from them could not offer value for money to price-sensitive customers (Chung et al., 2020). So it's important that M&S is not more expensive than the competition, but that customers understand that this is because it is better, more durable, more service or more trustworthy. Next forms a new pressure type (NEXT plc, 2025). Digital skills and reach seem to be key aspects of competitiveness. The next competition is based on convenience, platform strength and a wide online offer. This poses a significant challenge for M&S and puts their exclusive digital offering at risk, as if any other retailer provides greater choice or simpler fulfilment, their own proposition just isn't enough.

Scale and convenience are emphasised in Food when compared to Tesco. Full-basket shopping and everyday value are key elements to Tesco's position, while accessibility is also a core criterion. M&S Food is not operating similarly. It's about trusted prepared foods, quality, selected premium value, and indulgence. This has a clear differentiated meaning for Food when compared with its counterpart, Home and Beauty, as M&S is not required to be the biggest or lowest priced grocery brand to have meaning for shoppers (McArthur, Weaven and Dant, 2016). The hybrid positioning code gives the indispensable concluding point of this theme. M&S isn't the lowest-cost retailer, the quickest fashion, the biggest supermarket or the biggest online platform. It instead brings together the elements of heritage, trust, quality, selected value, sustainability and customer experience. The hybrid role is therefore a good one, as it is a nod to reliability and quality that customers will appreciate (Iyer et al., 2019). It can, however, also be a weakness at times if others have clearer meanings. Overall, Theme 4 addresses RQ4 to demonstrate how M&S is reputed to be respectable and Quality-driven, yet not as immediately different or unique a player as the likes of Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco, especially in areas outside of Food. Therefore, the appendix coding backs the proposition that M&S needs to transform its unfocused trust promise into more distinct category-specific areas of differentiation (Kotler et al., 2014). This means that the analysis is methodological, that is, the conclusion is not just based on descriptions of competing brands in literature, but also on coded documentary evidence.

[bookmark: _Toc231423270]4.3 Cross-Theme Analysis
Cross-theme analysis is used to examine the four final themes as a whole after the coded products to look for patterns, that is, elements that overarch multiple research questions (for this dissertation) (Saqib, 2021). It is applicable in that it is not a new literature review, but the next level of interpretation of a theme analysis presented in Appendix A, where Appendix A2 shows the original code and Appendix A3 elaborates how these have been sorted into 4 themes, and Appendix A4 shows the themes and maps them to the research questions. Thus, the relationships between Positioning Evolution, Customer Perception, Engagement and Behaviour and Competitive Positioning are discussed in this section.
The first Type of the cross-theme pattern is called Category Inconsistency. It can be seen from Appendix A3 that there is evidence of category difference between Customer Perception and Engagement and Behaviour, and Appendix A4 shows that Food is a better perceived category than Clothing, Home and Beauty. It essentially means that you would not want to value the position of M&S at the group level only when valuing their position within (Cowan et al., 2021). Benefits for foods with increased quality and fit to customer expectations and value/trust. But the translation is weak in the case of clothing, home, and Beauty products, with this onus on the following: Fashionability, Price, Fit, Modernity, Alternatives from the competitors are also suggested by customers (Goyal and Verma, 2024). Thus, it calls into question the idea that a powerful master brand necessarily means the same brand meaning in a different category.

But the second pattern is the engagement-to-conversion divide. Theme 3 version of the gap in digital transformation and engagement is Appendix A3. Looking at the codes compared to the one in Theme 1, there has been a better level of success in M&S's repositioning via online visibility, campaigns, store renewal and omnichannel. As attached to Appendix A4, engagement does not necessarily mean purchase intention (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). While customers can be entertained, there is a sense of connecting or recognising M&S campaign, convenience, availability, relevance, trust, and clarity of price values is yet the key to purchase. This should not be confused with positioning, which is evidence of positioning and not engagement.
The third pattern is called Price-value tension. The value is not only an internal brand message, it's also a comparative judgement demonstrated by its inclusion in Appendix A3, both in Customer Perception and Competitive Positioning. A high-quality, highly trusted nature is critical when it comes to seeking premium pricing, which is what M&S can't afford with competition as well in place (Anselmsson, Burt and Tunca, 2017). Primark is the value and the cheapness, Zara the trend and speed, Next the digital convenience and Tesco the scale and accessibility of everyday. Therefore, there is always a reference to more distinct competitors' meanings when they place M&S.
To conclude, if lack of strategy is not a problem, M&S is needy of a strategic meaning. Each position, perception, engagement and purchase intention are represented by coded findings which depict a sequence of positioning evolution, perception, engagement, purchase intention and describe the moderator role of competitive pressure within that sequence (Iyer et al., 2019). But it is not automatic since this is a conditional sequence. When a category message is evident, like ‘Food', positioning works. The lower purchase intention occurs when the message is hybrid or indistinct, as is the case in Clothing, Home and Beauty. This is a direct support for the conceptual framework because this indicates that for positioning effectiveness to occur, it is essential for one to have an alignment between identity, perception, experience and competitors (Iyer et al., 2019). It also makes the methodological procedure transparent. It is possible to trace back each conclusion from the final themes to the coded evidence and how it was formed in Appendix A.

[bookmark: _Toc231423271]4.4 Link to Conceptual Framework
The results complement Figure 3 in explaining the presence of the dimensions of the framework in the thematic analysis, and not just theorising. The first part of Figure 3 suggested that M&S brand positioning, as it relates to quality, value, heritage and being relevant to modern times, has an impact first on the customer perception. This is backed up by Theme 1, where the coding showed M&S has “repositioned itself” and this is by “heritage”, “modernisation”, “digital capability” and “sustainability” (Pizzi, Vannucci and Aiello, 2020). It's not evenly distributed, the results also show. Food is more transparent than clothing, home, and Beauty items in terms of quality and value. The framework entails that customers' views impact engagement. This link is emphasised by the coding in Theme 2, which revealed the following perception factors: quality perception, price-value tension, category difference and sustainability. The findings show that understanding is the motivator to involvement in quality in M&S (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). And that there is a gap between understanding and perception of quality, which should be smaller than the perceived gap. This is more pronounced in the case of Food, where trust, freshness and indulgence are the values that drive a strong value proposition. Fashion, value and convenience are all identified as areas where M&S lag behind the other two brands (Zara, Primark and Next) in the eyes of its shoppers, which leads to a less positive perception in the case of the clothing sector.
The third link in Figure 3 is the engagement to purchase link. In part, this is confirmed by Theme 3. The coding revealed the digital transformation gap, that is, browsing, store visit, etc, bring attention but do not necessarily lead to buying intention for any communication/promotion, such as loyalty. So the structure is confirmed to be non-linear (Chen, Wang and Wood, 2023). The engagement can be a step to the conversion journey, but with variables such as product relevance, product availability, convenience and customer confidence, no conversion is going to happen (Calvo-Porral and Lévy-Mangin, 2017). The moderator discussed in Figure 3 is competitiveness. This is backed up by Theme 4 as, from the coding, it can be seen how each of the four companies has changed the perception of customers about M&S: all four companies have 'embellished their strengths' or been able to 'disguise their weaknesses' where they actually have the upper hand, such as Zara for fashion speed, Primark for price, Next for online shop convenience and Tesco for the size of the grocery shop. A conditional relationship is largely reflected in the results: placement, perception, engagement, and purchase intention (Chen, Wang and Wood, 2023). Which each are impacted by levels of category clarity and customer experience/ Customer comparison. Hence, the weighting of M&S is bigger for Food than it is for Clothing, Home and Beauty.


This chapter found that M&S’s brand positioning is uneven across product categories. Food has a clearer value proposition based on quality, trust and premium appeal, while Clothing, Home and Beauty face more ambiguity around price, style and modernity. The findings also show that customer engagement, such as browsing or showrooming, does not always lead to purchase (Pizzi, Vannucci and Aiello, 2020). Competitor pressure from Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco further weakens M&S’s differentiation. The next chapter discusses these findings and recommendations.
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[bookmark: _Toc231423272]Chapter 5: Discussion, Conclusion & Recommendations
This chapter explores the results of M&S’s brand positioning from the analysis in Chapter 4. It has drawn attention to strong and inconsistent positioning; lack of perceptions; and ineffective contact to purchase conversion, in different categories. The competitive retail market in the UK, with over 30% of sales online, also adds to the outcomes and complications of positioning (Office for National Statistics, 2026). This chapter links results to theory and critically explains the reasons for the success/failure of M&S’s positioning in various categories. Provides both theoretical and managerial insights. This chapter takes the reader from discussing findings, theoretical and managerial implications, conclusion, limitations and future research.

[bookmark: _Toc231423273]5.2 Discussion of Key Findings
[bookmark: _Toc231423274]5.2.1 Positioning Effectiveness and Inconsistency
The findings prove that M&S has attained a good positioning, but not across the board. This confirms Kotler's research that a successful position is unique, relevant and communicated to the right target market. M&S has reinvigorated its strategy with its "Reshaping for Growth" initiative, and the 2025 annual report reveals group revenue of £13.8 billion and profit before tax (adjusting items) of £875.5 million (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025a). These prove the move to reposition is for real. But, as Chapter 4 shows, it's not across all categories. The sales of food are up more than Clothing, Home and Beauty, so clearly customers recognise - more so - M&S's position in Food than Clothing. 

It demonstrates an important idea and has practical implications. M&S has a fairly stable food position of quality, trusted source and indulgence/convenience. Customers understand the value of this company vs the supermarkets. In Clothing, it is not as consistent. M&S needs to be fashionable, value, novelty and consistent (McKevitt, 2025). So, it is not easy for it to position itself, as it's compared to Zara for style, Primark for value and Next for middle market.
Therefore, the debate requires a modification of the formula that brand mastership results in positioning returns. M&S's recognisable brand and reputation are still a huge asset, delivering some returns and not others. Positioning is category-specific. It therefore means that it is successful where its promise is believable and less successful where this is not so (Olsen et al., 2022). The importance of this insight is that it positions-based analysis can be applied to the category level and not just the brand level.

[bookmark: _Toc231423275]5.2.2 Perception and Value Interpretation
The study reveals that the perception of the customers is through value interpretation rather than awareness. This study found that behaviour is driven by brand awareness and brand associations as per Keller's model of Customer-Based Brand Equity (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). This bodes well for M&S as they are regarded as quality, secure and trustworthy. But the findings show that associations need to be leveraged to create value to influence purchase intention. Rate the brand quality as well as judge whether the price, prospect, product and service fit are good value for money.

This explains price versus quality issues alluded to in Chapter 4. This is good for M&S Food, as the quality premium takes centre stage. Price premiums might be paid if the food is fresh, safe and appropriate to indulge in sometimes (Alimamy and Al-Imamy, 2022). With clothing, it's more complex. While a garment may be of superior quality, it might not be seen as fashionable, stylish or costly. So positioning is problematic due to value inconsistencies.

This demonstrates that perceptions are relative and positioned in categories and adds value to the Keller model (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020). It is not such a resource that the whole company can benefit. It varies in accordance with the competition and category. For M&S, this means that to increase customer perceptions, more value needs to be communicated, especially for Clothing, where customers must be clearly communicated in terms of style, fit, price and "now-a-days" when value is created by quality.

[bookmark: _Toc231423276]5.2.3 Engagement vs Behaviour Gap
Higher levels of engagement do not translate into behaviour. Keller inferred that more engagement is beneficial to loyalty and behaviour. M&S is an example of this: online promotion, website view and improved communication mean that the individuals who initially viewed the website are remembered by M&S (Grewal, Motyka and Levy, 2018). But this study shows the superiority of intention over engagement measures for gauging success. Someone must research before they buy, but people can view, engage and be positive without buying.

It is particularly so online. If a consumer stops for a visit on M&S' website, they will compare the price, style and supply process of M&S with Zara, Primark and Next. So engagement is dependent. Exposure may just be the start of the brand story, but sales and yield are dependent on relevance, convenience, reliability and value. But the 2025 attack also indicates that engagement is at risk, as trust is part of the brand. Limiting online access affects the branding of modernisation.

As such, engagement affects consumer behaviour. Interaction to purchase is impacted by price, competition, and category attractiveness (McArthur, Weaven and Dant, 2016). It has implications for the causal presumptions of brand equity. It suggests interaction is a means, not an end in itself. The message here for M&S is that promotion and eyeballs are of value to the extent that they can be supported by a product offer, service and in-built value.

[bookmark: _Toc231423277]5.2.4 Competitive Pressure and Relative Positioning
The results show the relative position of positioning. M&S is not on its own; there is a relative positioning with other brands. Zara makes you feel you are buying fast fashion. Inditex has a gross profit of €23.2 billion and 58.3% gross margin (2025), showing the success of its fast fashion model (Inditex Group, 2025). Primark and M&S have a price competition. Next is competition on premium and e-commerce; 42% of 2025 UK online sales of its 2025 annual report were from non-NEXT brands (demonstrating the power of its online platform) (Office for National Statistics, 2026). Tesco sets the market share benchmark for food. 
The consequence of these competitors is on value. It's just that M&S's advantage is not so positive. It clearly does. It's rather that these positives are relatively more apparent at the point of sale. This verifies that competitive factors moderate the position behaviour link (Gilal et al., 2022). M&S has a valuable congruent hybrid positioning, but it's not when the retailer is lacking relative clarity. But positioning must be relatively clear, as well as strategically focused.

These insights comparing M&S's trade positioning and branding and trade operations support views that M&S has not a branding, but a distribution, positioning and brand value differentiation problem. It has a strategy, but not category, channel and competitive differential brand effectiveness (Prentice et al., 2019). This makes this theme significant as it reflects that recent recovery is still reliant on more discipline in the positioning of food, fashion, digital and sustainably driven customer experience today.

[bookmark: _Toc231423278]5.3 Theoretical Implications
[bookmark: _Toc231423279]5.3.1 Challenging Linear Models
Traditional positioning theories have been based on a linear model of positioning affecting perception, and perception affecting behaviour. In this study, a linear model means that brand positioning is expected to move through a sequential process. The organisation communicates a value proposition. Customers interpret this message, and customer perception improves. Engagement increases, and this finally leads to purchase intention or loyalty (Cowan et al., 2021). This is the case with the positioning theory of Kotler and the brand equity model of Keller. However, the case of M&S shows that this is not necessarily the case. The study has shown that consumers can identify and perceive that the M&S brand is good, but do not consistently purchase (Calvo-Porral and Lévy-Mangin, 2017).

In the case of M&S, the link between positioning, perception and behaviour is not linear and there are pre-requisites. For example, if perception is positive and strong in Food, it affects behaviour positively, but this is not the case in Clothing (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). Probably, the perception-to-behaviour connection is linked to other variables such as price, fashion and uniqueness. The academic result is evident. Linear models are not good. They must evolve to accommodate the diversity of the marketplace, multiple communications and interaction of customers. This challenges the assumption that if the consumers' perceptions of the brand are improved, this will affect the intention to buy.

[bookmark: _Toc231423280]5.3.2 Extending Positioning Theory
The positioning theory is further advanced through the practical application of this study, which shows that positioning is not static and cannot be fully controlled. However, is dynamically influenced by the category structure and by competitors. The findings from the coding of data on stakeholders' perspectives in Chapter 4 and Appendix A show that the desired stance towards quality and value, heritage and modernisation by M&S is interpreted differently across different businesses (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025b). The quality, trust, freshness and selected premium value of food place a higher position, therefore quality assurance is in higher demand in the customer's expectation. With clothing, Home and Beauty, it's not as easy to tell, because price, convenience, style and trends have an impact on customers decision with purchasing a product.

On this basis, the study concluded that it should be eliminated to use a one-for-one positioning statement of the company. There is always a change in positioning, especially for M&S, for a legacy brand, and this is factored in by the various touchpoints on digital, sustainability, customer experience and competitor comparison (Kotler et al., 2014). Positioning is not only a choice of the company, but Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco are the ones that set the bar high for customers to evaluate M&S. The research also enriches theory by proving that attention can be created in the omnichannel engagement without purchase. Positioning effectiveness comes from the three elements of Category Fit, Channel Consistency and Competitive Clarity (Cowan et al., 2021). The contribution of the paper is noteworthy because it is an attempt to link strategic intent with meaning, as depicted and action taken, in the context of the competitive retail landscape.

[bookmark: _Toc231423281]5.4 Managerial Implications
[bookmark: _Toc231423282]5.4.1 Clarifying Positioning Strategy
From the Theme 1 and Theme 2 coding and the Appendix A coding, M&S should differentiate its positioning at the category level and not just a general corporate message. The analysis found that Food is in a stronger position due to the consumers being associated with M&S with aspects of quality, freshness, trust and certain premium value (Sohaib, Mlynarski and Wu, 2023). The coded findings give rise to tension between quality/price and between style/modernity vs. heritage in the Clothing and Home, and Beauty sections. In this context, M&S would be better advised to stay with the trusted links in the chain to food: quality and everyday premium, but Clothing would be better advised to communicate a sharper promise: style, reliability of fit, value for money (Cowan et al., 2021). The positioning is stronger in areas that have a simple value proposition and less potent in areas where customers compare to Zara, Primark and Next, which is also a finding directly reported by the customer. Improved category positioning will minimise confusion and increase purchase support for customers at every customer decision point in both stores and online.

[bookmark: _Toc231423283]5.4.2 Aligning Channels and Experience
Based on the findings of Theme 3 (coding) and Appendix A (coding-digital transformation to digital engagement gap), M&S needs to increase their consistency of customer experience, both in-store, online and on mobile devices, and in promotion communication (Jiang, Luk and Cardinali, 2018). The findings also showed that convenience and availability have to be in sync with the fulfilment and trust aspects of the brand promise, to translate the digital visibility and customer engagement into customer intent to purchase. This is what I'd like you to consider: that suggestion is not merely about the tsunami of "position" you need to articulate, it's about the consistency of "position" you need to have on every interaction that you're taking with your customer.

M&S should be channel aligned with one message per category for cohesive messaging—both offline and online. For Food, it should be a reinforcement of quality and freshness, and a trusted value. Shopping this Category will not be such a puzzle when it comes to style, fit, price and quality for Clothing, Home & Beauty going forward (Goyal and Verma, 2024). The category promise should be carried forward in product displays, website navigation, delivery, loyalty message & promotions campaigns etc. This would minimise the confusion and boost customer trust and engagement to purchase.

[bookmark: _Toc231423284]5.4.3 Reducing Perception Gaps
The other lesson is to reduce the perception gaps, especially the quality-for-price difference. Customers do see M&S quality, but they don't see value (in Clothing). This makes it hard to convert engagement to sales. And M&S needs to communicate value. This involves more closely linking perceptions of quality with price through telling the product story, being traceable and designing variation (Hoang, Barnes and Munroe, 2019). Further, it should improve the relevance of its products. Garments should be more fashionable, while being of high quality. This is important as M&S is competing with Zara (fashion) and Primark (value). Higher prices are required to protect quality if this is lacking. Improved communication and fit will reduce perceived uncertainties. This will impact the benefit evaluation, and thereby conversion. This will overcome the research gap in this study and enable them to ption itself better in the UK market.


[bookmark: _Toc231423285]5.5 Conclusion
The study aimed to understand if the actions taken by M&S and how successful they were in positioning it as the retailer of choice in the UK market (Hasni et al., 2018). This study revealed that M&S has ineffective positioning. There is aligned and successful positioning with Food as the value proposition is credible. The 8.7% Food growth indicates that value and quality translate to customers (Office for National Statistics, 2026). It is different from the other categories (Clothing, Home and Beauty), which have mixed performance, reflecting less valuable positioning and being harder to read.

There are three determining factors for positioning. First, the customer must understand the product offering (Hasni et al., 2018). A clear product offering results in positioning leading to sales. Second, it's relative positioning. Its comparison with Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco has an impact on the value assessment. Third, positioning has to be relevant for the category (Office for National Statistics, 2026). Finally, it's all about coherence, not awareness. M&S remain certainly known, but they are not seen. For positioning to be successful, identity, perception, experience and relative differentiation need to be linked to create behaviours.

[bookmark: _Toc231423286]5.6 Limitations 
There are some methodological limitations in this study. First, it is an analysis of second documents and not primary data collection. Thus measures of customer perception, involvement and buying intentions are not directly taken via surveys, interviews or focus groups but rather are reported, documented and coded in documents (Calvo-Porral and Lévy-Mangin, 2017). This restricts possibilities to state what buyers in truth assume or how they act. Second, a substantial amount of second hand material is from Corporate reports, strategy documents and public communications from M&S. Sources provide understanding of intended positioning, but they can portray the company's image in a favourable light and may not necessarily reflect the independent customer attitudes. Thirdly, the study is limited to one organisation, M&S and therefore cannot be applied to other UK retailers (Zephaniah, Ogba and Izogo, 2020). The research also has a limited time range, as the most recent documents are analysed, though, in the absence of more evidence of change over a longer period of time, the findings do not fully account for the change in brand positioning over time. These limitations are taken into account in drawing this research's conclusions.


[bookmark: _Toc231423287]5.7 Future Research
This research should be extended to include primary data towards understanding the effects of M&S positioning. Surveys and interviews will directly measure branding, interest and purchase intentions in the retail industry. Comparison with other retailer brands (such as Zara, Primark and Next) would indicate positioning success. There should be longitudinal research extending their repositioning strategies, particularly of longstanding retail brands. Lastly, future research should also include conversion rates of web traffic, an important aspect overlooked in harnessing M&S positioning for lasting sales success.
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Appendix A1: Dataset and Analytical Approach
The data set and analytical approach to the document analysis are provided. It points out secondary data sources studied, such as competitor evidence, marketing communication, and company reports and ESG materials. It also illustrates how these documents enabled the study to be thematically analysed and enabled the research questions and evidence to be correlated well.

	Item
	Details

	Data type
	Secondary qualitative documents

	Data sources
	M&S Annual Report 2025, M&S ESG Report 2025, M&S website/marketing content, competitor reports, industry sources and academic literature

	Focus of data
	M&S brand positioning, customer perception, engagement, purchase intention and competitive positioning

	Analytical method
	Thematic analysis

	Approach
	Mainly deductive, guided by the research questions and theories of Kotler, Aaker and Keller

	Level of analysis
	Mainly semantic, with limited latent interpretation

	Purpose
	To identify themes explaining the effectiveness of M&S’s brand positioning initiatives


[bookmark: _Toc230698530]Table 8: Appendix A1: Dataset and Analytical Approach

Appendix A2: Initial Codes and Supporting Evidence
The following appendix lists the initial codes and supporting evidence that resulted from the document analysis. It illustrates the reiteration of notions like heritage positioning, brand modernisation, quality perception, price-value tension, digital transformation and competitive pressure. These codes represent the initial analytical "first cut" from documentary evidence to research questions.
	Initial Code
	Meaning
	Example Evidence from Data
	Related RQ

	Heritage positioning
	M&S’s traditional identity based on trust, Britishness and quality
	M&S is repeatedly positioned as a long-established and trusted UK retailer.
	RQ1, RQ2

	Brand modernisation
	M&S’s attempt to update its image and remain relevant
	“Reshaping M&S” focuses on renewal, transformation and growth.
	RQ1

	Digital transformation
	Use of online and omnichannel channels to strengthen positioning
	M&S invests in digital capability, website development and omnichannel retailing.
	RQ1, RQ3

	Sustainability positioning
	Use of ESG and ethical responsibility to support brand trust
	M&S ESG reporting communicates sustainability, sourcing and responsibility.
	RQ1, RQ2

	Quality perception
	Customer association of M&S with quality and reliability
	M&S Food is strongly linked with quality, freshness and trust.
	RQ2

	Price-value tension
	Tension between premium quality and affordability
	M&S must justify higher prices against Primark, Zara and Next.
	RQ2, RQ4

	Category difference
	Food performs and communicates more clearly than Clothing, Home and Beauty
	Food shows stronger positioning clarity than Clothing, Home and Beauty.
	RQ2, RQ3

	Engagement gap
	Engagement does not automatically become purchase behaviour
	Customers may browse or interact with M&S but still buy from competitors.
	RQ3

	Competitive pressure
	Rival retailers limit M&S’s positioning effectiveness
	Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco have clearer competitive positions.
	RQ4

	Hybrid positioning
	M&S combines quality, trust, heritage, value and sustainability
	M&S is not the cheapest or fastest, but competes through quality and trust.
	RQ4
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Appendix A3: Code-to-Theme Development
The grouping of the initial codes into themes is explained in this appendix. It displays the journey of individual codes to the four eventual themes, namely Positioning Evolution, Customer Perception, Engagement and Behaviour, and Competitive Positioning. This shows how to use the analytical process of organising findings, which helps to avoid unsupported descriptive claims in analysis.

	Final Theme
	Codes Included
	Reason for Theme

	Theme 1: Positioning Evolution
	Heritage positioning, brand modernisation, digital transformation, sustainability positioning
	These codes show how M&S has moved from a heritage-based identity towards a modern, digital and sustainability-oriented position.

	Theme 2: Customer Perception
	Quality perception, price-value tension, category difference, sustainability positioning
	These codes explain how customers may interpret M&S differently across Food and Clothing, Home and Beauty.

	Theme 3: Engagement and Behaviour
	Digital transformation, engagement gap, category difference
	These codes show that positioning can increase engagement, but purchase intention depends on product relevance, price, convenience and trust.

	Theme 4: Competitive Positioning
	Competitive pressure, hybrid positioning, price-value tension
	These codes explain how M&S is positioned against Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco.
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Appendix A4: Final Themes Linked to Research Questions
This appendix correlates the final themes with the research questions. It summarises the key findings for RQ1, RQ2, RQ3 and RQ4 and how the thematic analysis addresses the objectives of the study. It also enhances transparency in linking the coded evidence to the end analytical findings, clearly derived from data.

	Research Question
	Final Theme
	Main Finding

	RQ1: How has brand positioning evolved in UK retail?
	Theme 1: Positioning Evolution
	UK retail positioning has become more digital, value-led and sustainability-focused. M&S reflects this through “Reshaping M&S”, but more strongly in Food than in Clothing, Home and Beauty.

	RQ2: What factors influence customer perception of M&S?
	Theme 2: Customer Perception
	M&S perception is shaped by quality, price, value, trust, heritage, sustainability, digital presence and category differences. Food has clearer perception than Clothing, Home and Beauty.

	RQ3: How does positioning influence engagement and purchase intention?
	Theme 3: Engagement and Behaviour
	M&S positioning supports engagement, but engagement does not automatically lead to purchase intention. Conversion depends on relevance, price, convenience and trust.

	RQ4: How is M&S positioned relative to competitors?
	Theme 4: Competitive Positioning
	M&S is positioned as a trusted, quality-led and selectively premium retailer, but Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco have clearer rival positions.
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