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[bookmark: _Toc236217652]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc236217653]1.1 Context and Background
In the present-day digital automotive market, retaining customers and building their loyalty is important for sustainable success in the long run. The concept of Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) has surfaced. It is a strategic method through which an organization integrates the communication channels to provide a clear and unified message of the brand. (Fill, 2013; Kitchen et al., 2008). Auto Trader Group plc is recognized as being the leading, prominent digital automotive market in the UK. It has managed to switch from conventional printed versions of a magazine and now provides a service that connects customers, private sellers, and automobile sellers. Through history the number of customers is regarded as a priority for the company; however, now it is also important for the company to maintain high customer retention and lifetime value (Mulemba, 2020; Scarff, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc236217654]1.2 Research Problem 
Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) has become an important strategy for the creation of long-term customer relationships. As per the ideas of Kerr et al. (2023), it is because of the speed at which the automotive marketplace is digitising the way in which organisations interact with customers. Organisations must ensure that what they communicate is consistent across their various touchpoints, particularly as more consumers opt to leverage digital platforms to search, compare and buy vehicles, for the sake of building customer trust, engagement, retention and loyalty. The UK auto e-commerce market is growing rapidly, with a value of USD 12.10 billion by 2035, which is expected to grow at a CAGR of 16.6% from 2025 (MRF, 2026). This quick pace has further compelled digital automotive platforms to compete, which underlines the need for effective IMC strategies. Automotive business also contributes significantly to the national economy of the UK as well. The broader car industry has a turnover of around £85 billion per year, accounts for £18 billion of gross value added and employs around 830,000 in the wider industry (SMMT 2026). In addition, more than 1.13 million new cars were registered in the first half of 2026 in the UK, which continued to drive the demand of consumers in the sector (SMMT, 2026).
In this competitive market, Auto Trader Group plc has emerged as the best looking digital automotive exchange in the United Kingdom (Auto Trader, 2026). However, retaining customer loyalty or stickiness is getting tougher and tougher, because customers are able to interact with several similar platforms on the internet. While many studies have explored IMC's impact on customer relationship management (CRM) and customer loyalty, the specific relationship between IMC and customer trust, engagement, customer retention, and customer loyalty in the context of an Auto Trader's use of an e-ecosystem has remained somewhat under-explored. Previous studies have also focused on limited aspects of the role of integrated communication and CRM together serving long-term customer relationships in digital automotive markets. In this context, the major aim of this dissertation is to critically analyse how Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) can influence consumer trust, customer engagement, customer retention and customer loyalty in the case of Auto Trader Group plc. The results will yield significant theoretical and practical inputs on the way integrated communications strategies can contribute to building customer relationships and achieving competitive advantage within the UK digital automotive sector.
[bookmark: _Toc236217655]1.3 Research Objectives
· RO1: To understand the Auto Trader's Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) strategy in their Digital ecosystem.
· RO2: To assess through a critical lens the impact of Auto Trader's IMC strategy on their customers' trust in and engagement with their digital strategy.
· RO3: To assess how the use of uniform and consistent communication across Auto Trader's digital channels relate to customer retention and customer loyalty of B2B and B2C customers.
[bookmark: _Toc236217656]1.4 Research Questions
· RQ1: What is the extent of Auto Trader's Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) strategy and how is it executed throughout its digital ecosystem?
· RQ2: How does Auto Trader's Integrated Marketing Communication (IMC) approach affect customer engagement and customer trust throughout its digital channels?
[bookmark: _Toc236217657]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc236217658]2.1 History and Evolution of Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC)
Recognising the need for integration in the application of communications, the idea of using a single tool (advertising, public relations, promotion, direct marketing) and letting the other ones fall by the wayside, Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) was born. According to Schultz and Schultz (1998), lack of communication breaks the brand identity and makes marketing less effective. Thus, IMC emerged as a strategic communication method, bringing together any channel of communication to spread a unified and coherent message. As identified by Fill (2013), IMC is the strategic process of planning, implementing and evaluating coordinated marketing communications over time. IMC does not look at communication tools as lone guns but uses them to provide a seamless customer journey. Since the advent of digital technologies, IMC has broadened its scope to encompass websites, social media, email marketing and mobile apps. Butkouskaya et al. (2020) added that contemporary IMC is related to an omnichannel marketing strategy where organisations communicate in a uniform manner via both digital and traditional channels, aiming to reinforce brand value and strengthen customer relationships.
[bookmark: _Toc236217659]2.2 Defining the Key Concepts
Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) is defined as the coordination of a series of communication tools in such a way that it enhances the brand's message and is compelling (Fill, 2013). According to Monfort et al. (2025) consumer trust is customers' trust that an organisation can be relied upon and keeps promises. Butkouskaya et al. (2020) and Šerić et al. (2020) propose that message consistency builds trust through better brand credibility, as it makes the information more reliable. Customer engagement is a measure of how deep a customer interacts and elicits an emotional response to a brand using multiple channels (Meha et al. 2022). Customer retention means keeping existing customers in business over time and customer loyalty is about customers' decision to repeatedly select a brand over a competitive option (Šerić et al. 2020; Ngoma and Ntale, 2019). When customers like these are loyal to the company, it usually attracts positive word to mouth communication (Ngoma and Ntale, 2019). Customer Relationship Management (CRM) encompasses the process of leveraging customer data and technology to tailor communication and build customer relationships (Hrysiuk, 2024).
[bookmark: _Toc236217660]2.3 IMC, Consumer Trust and Customer Engagement
Trust and engagement are key results of good IMC in digital settings. Fill (2013) says that regular communication creates the credibility of the organization because the customer receives the same information through different channels. Conversely, it's clear that communication inconsistencies cause uncertainty and reduce trust. Integrated communication instills confidence in the customer through ensuring message uniformity over digital channels (Butkouskaya et al., 2020). Likewise, Šerić et al. (2020) determined that coordinated communication positively influences customer trust, satisfaction and loyalty. The websites, mobile apps and social media platforms also create ongoing dialogue between organisations and customers, while enhancing customer engagement through continuous interaction (Meha et al. 2022; Hrysiuk, 2024). Thus, IMC helps to improve the relationship of the customer through continuous and coherent communication (Meha et al. 2022; Fill, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc236217661]2.4 IMC, Customer Retention and Customer Loyalty
Customer retention and loyalty is vital to long term organisational performance. Scarff (2018), through the ‘Bucket Theory of Marketing,' explains how it is better to keep the current customers than keep buying more new ones to fill up the bucket. IMC has a role in retention by keeping things connected along the customer journey and strengthening customer relationships. Butkouskaya et al. (2020) believed that coherent communication can satisfy customers, and Šerić et al. (2020) argued how effective regular brand communication is for customer loyalty. Additionally, Ngoma and Ntale (2019) recommend that good communication fosters positive word-of-mouth advocacy, leading to repeat use and customer loyalty over time. Thus, organisations that adopt effective IMC strategies are more likely to elevate customer retention, loyalty and customer lifetime value (Scarff, 2018; Šerić et al. 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc236217662]2.5 CRM, Personalisation and Digital Automotive Marketing
The automotive industry's communications have revolutionized in the digital era. According to Hrysiuk (2024) and Mulemba (2020), digital interaction with the car industry is now on websites, mobile apps or social media. This has made CRM a crucial component of customer relationship management and a key enabler for personalised marketing (Hrysiuk, 2024; Meha et al. 2022). CRM allows companies to gather customer information and communicate with them personally according to their preferences (Hrysiuk, 2024; Utomo, 2024). While Utomo (2024) states that tailored communication leads to greater responsiveness among customers, Yadav (2025) proposed that personalized digital offers create higher customer engagement. However, Kitchen et al. (2008) pointed out that CRM can only work when it is part of a comprehensive IMC program. If it is not communicated consistently, organisations may be missing out on marketing effectiveness without investing in tech.
[bookmark: _Toc236217663]2.6 Research Gap
Previous research highlights various positive connections between IMC, consumer trust, consumer CRM, customer engagement and customer loyalty (Fill, 2013; Butkouskaya et al., 2020; Šerić et al., 2020). Likewise, research highlights the importance of CRM and personalised communication in digital marketing (Hrysiuk, 2024; Utomo, 2024; Yadav, 2025). Limited studies focus on how all of these in combination affect customer retention and customer loyalty in the UK digital automotive market. Especially, few contexts have been explored as a case study for the Auto Trader's digital ecosystem. Therefore, this study aims to fill a gap in the literature by considering the effect of the IMC approach of Auto Trader on consumer trust, involvement, customer retention and customer loyalty and thus provide contribution to research as well as marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc236217664]3. Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc236217665]3.1 Research Philosophy and Approach
This work applies interpretivist philosophy and qualitative research methodology, which includes deductive-inductive approach. Interpretivism is the most appropriate philosophy to use since understanding customer loyalty requires the explanation of complex concepts such as brand trust and experience (Scarff, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc236217666]3.2 Research Strategy: Case Study
The study's methodology will consist of employing a single-case study design using Auto Trader Group plc as the focus of the research and allowing investigating the “how” and “why” aspects of contemporary companies in the field of practice.
3.3 Extended Literature Review Method
In this study the methodology will be Structured Literature Review to provide theoretical foundation for this study. Key words used are: integrated marketing communications (IMC), consumer trust, customer engagement, customer retention, customer loyalty and digital marketing and relevant peer-reviewed journal articles, books and industry reports will be identified through the help of databases like Google Scholar, ProQuest and Scopus. Studies will be included solely if published between 2015 and 2026 and directly related to the research objectives, and solely in the English language. The literature search conducted on the selected literature will be analyzed critically to identify any common themes, theoretical aspects and gaps in the literature that merit the research questions and support the case study of Auto Trader Group plc.
[bookmark: _Toc236217667]3.4 Data Collection and Analysis
This study will be qualitative secondary research with a single case study approach of Auto Trader Group plc. Previous findings will be gathered: from annual reports, ESG reports, investor presentations, corporate publications (2021-2026), peer-reviewed journal articles and industry reports in relation to IMC, consumer trust, customer engagement, customer retention and customer loyalty. Studies will be searched from literature using databases like Google Scholar and ProQuest with pre-defined inclusion criteria. The website, mobile app and social media of Auto Trader will also be studied. Collected data will then be analysed for themes relating to each research question applying thematic analysis. All secondary sources to be cited and appropriately analysed as per Institutional ethical guidelines.
[bookmark: _Toc236217668]4. Expected finding 
The results of the study will be related to the above-mentioned research questions and will be guided by materials collected from secondary literary sources. The study will aim to show the role of Integrated Marketing Communications (IMC) in building consumer trust, customer engagement, customer retention and customer loyalty in the digital environment of Auto Trader Group.
RQ1
The result of the study will reveal that Auto Trader is implementing an integrated marketing communication (IMC) strategy by ensuring that its website, mobile application, email marketing and social media all convey the same "brand message" to its digital consumers. This integrated approach is expected to improve the effectiveness of communication and give the customers a seamless digital communication journey as it follows the principle of IMC (Fill 2013; Kitchen et al. 2008).
RQ2
The results are hypothesized to show the positive effect of the Auto Trader's IMC strategy on consumer trust and customer involvement. Maintaining consistency and coordination in digital touchpoints is expected to enhance brand credibility, foster customer engagement and interaction with the platform. The study results are expected that will serve as a basis for previous studies where it was noted that IMC works on increasing the level of trust and improving the relations with customers (Butkouskaya et al, 2020; Šerić et al, 2020; Monfort et al, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc236217669]5. Limitations 
During this study a comprehensive evaluation of IMC and customer relationship management (CRM) strategies within Auto Traders Group, several methodological and situational base limitations must be acknowledged. Methodologically, the primary limitation lies in its exclusive reliance on secondary data, corporate disclosures and public digital touchpoints   audits, which precludes direct access to privately held conversion analytics, internal acknowledgment attribution models, or behind the scenes decision making. As Kitchen et al. (2008) emphasize, evaluating IMC only through external channel audits captures intended corporate strategy rather than direct customer perception. Without primary data consumer surveys, the study will gather ideas on brand loyalty and satisfaction from secondary data, rather than direct provable measurements. Moreover, employing subjective conceptual analysis introduces potential research subjectivity while the coding process, through structured analytical framework, is applied to maintain objectivity (Saunders et al., 2019). 
Relationally, employing a single case study design focused entirely on Auto Trader Group restricts analytical availability all over the broader e-commerce landscape. Given auto trader’s ruling market position within the UK digital automobile sector, its strategic mechanisms may not fully transfer to smaller automobile startups, international marketplaces, or non-automotive platforms operating under different resource restrictions (Yin, 2018).  Timewise, analysing digital communication channels across a long-term timeline (2021-2026) means rapid algorithmic evolution, AI integration and shifting privacy regulation such as consumer unsubscribe/withdrawal rights may after CRM customization efficacy faster than corporate reporting cycle capture (Hrysiuk, 2024; Scarff, 2018). To reduce these limitations. The study utilizes subjective data validation by cross referencing annual reports with independent literature, investigating all conclusions strictly within the boundary conditions of the UK digital automotive market.
[bookmark: _Toc236217670]6. Conclusion
This dissertation proposal a critical investing into the strategic role integrated marketing communication (IMC) in driving customer retention and loyalty within Auto trader group. In an increasingly competitive digital marketplace, shifting from customer purchase to long term customer lifetime (CLV) retention is crucial for sustained commercial viability (Mulemba, 2020; Scarff, 2018). By combining subjectivist qualitative principles with a focused sing case study design, this research bridges the gap between theoretical IMC framework and practical implementation in modern digital ecosystem. The expected outcomes will provide insights into how integrated marketing communications improve consumer trust, customer engagement, retention and loyalty within Auto Trader's digital ecosystem. Ultimately, this research aims to provide both academic literature on digital marketing strategy and to practical decision making for digital platform managers seeking to improve customer retention through integrated digital communications. 
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Figure 1: Research Timeline
(Source: Self-Developed)
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