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[bookmark: _Toc224773688]Introduction and Background
The UK retail market is one of the most competitive consumer markets in Europe. Retailers find themselves in a changing environment, one of digital transformation, changing customer expectations and fierce price competition. Fast fashion brands, massive supermarkets and online retailers have seriously changed the traditional retail landscape. These firms compete based on speed, convenience and aggressive pricing policies (Huang and Rust, 2021). As a result, established retailers have to rely more and more on brand positioning in order to be relevant. Effective positioning helps firms communicate clearly-defined value and stand out from the competition, and retain customer loyalty in a saturated marketplace. Marks & Spencer (M&S) has among the most recognisable heritage brands in the UK retail sector (Ginder, Kwon and Byun, 2021). Historically identified with quality, trustworthiness, and reliability, the company operates in the clothing, food and home products industries. However, changes in consumer behaviour and in retail technology have raised the question of its validity in terms of traditional positioning. In response, M&S have implemented strategic initiatives with a focus on areas of sustainability commitments, digital retail development and premium value positioning (Islami, Rahyuni and Rukayyah, 2024). Collaborations with fashion designers and innovation in its food division are another aim to further boost brand differentiation. Analysing these initiatives is important for understanding whether strategic repositioning can increase competitiveness in an increasingly dynamic retail environment.
[bookmark: _Toc224773689]Research Problem
Many of the established retailers are using the brand repositioning strategies as a response to market disruption and changing expectations of consumers. However, repositioning is not always able to translate into a clear competitive advantage. Heritage brands are sometimes struggling to adapt and place new strategic narratives in accordance with shifting consumer preferences (Katsikeas, Leonidou and Zeriti, 2020). As a result, heavy investment in brand transformation may not translate into better performance in the market and/or a higher perception of the brand. This can be an important research issue in retail branding studies: the discrepancy between strategic intention and market response. Marks & Spencer has invested on a large scale in rebranding themselves via sustainability initiatives & digital transformation, along with premium product strategies (Sun et al., 2020). Despite these efforts, the company still has a tough time competing with other retailers such as Zara, Primark, Next and Tesco. Consequently, it is not clear whether such initiatives on positioning have strengthened consumer perception and competitive advantage.

[bookmark: _Toc224773690]Research Aim 
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: _Toc224773691]Research Objectives
1. To analyse the current brand positioning strategy of Marks & Spencer.
2. To examine customer perceptions of the M&S brand identity and value proposition.
3. To evaluate the effectiveness of recent brand repositioning initiatives.
4. To compare M&S’s positioning strategy with major UK retail competitors.
5. To propose strategic recommendations for improving brand positioning effectiveness.
[bookmark: _Toc224773692]Research Questions
Primary Research Question
How effective are Marks & Spencer’s brand positioning initiatives in strengthening its competitive position and customer perception within the UK retail sector?
Sub-questions
1. How has the brand positioning of Marks & Spencer evolved in recent years?
2. What factors influence customer perception of the M&S brand?
3. To what extent do brand positioning initiatives influence customer engagement and purchase intention?
4. How does the positioning of M&S compare with major UK retail competitors?



	Research Question
	Documents
	Data Extracted
	Analysis

	RQ1: Evolution of M&S positioning
	Annual & Strategy Reports
	Brand strategy, repositioning actions
	Brand Positioning Theory (Kotler), Brand Identity Model (Aaker)

	RQ2: Customer perception factors
	Marketing content, Website, Annual Reports
	Value, quality, pricing, messaging
	Customer-Based Brand Equity Model (Keller)

	RQ3: Impact on engagement & loyalty
	Campaigns, Sustainability Reports
	Engagement signals, loyalty focus
	Brand Equity Model (Keller)

	RQ4: Comparison with competitors
	Industry & Competitor’s Annual, Strategy and Sustainability Reports
	Positioning, pricing, differentiation
	Competitive Positioning (Porter)


Table 1: Data extraction and analysis mapping 
Source: Made by Author


[bookmark: _Toc224773693]Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc224773694]Brand Positioning Theory
Brand positioning theory is a theory that explains how companies develop a unique position in the minds of consumers. 
[image: Principles of brand positioning | Brand Management and... | Fiveable]
Figure 1: Brand Positioning Theory
Source: (Kotler et al., 2014)
Kotler et al. (2014) argue that positioning is a strategic process that helps firms communicate their unique value and differentiate their offerings from competitors. In highly competitive markets, differentiation becomes the key mechanism in establishing sustainable competitive advantage (Fink et al., 2020). However, positioning is not only about the functional attributes. It also entails symbolic meanings that shape how brand value is perceived by consumers.
Aaker's brand identity model is a variation of this view and stresses the multidimensional nature of brand identity. 
[image: ]
Figure 2: Aaker's Brand Identity Model
Source: (Aaker, 2025)
According to Aaker (2025), strong brands are created with coherence of identity, making the link between product attributes, organisational values and associations with emotions. This framework notes that consistent identity signals are needed to create long-term brand equity (Amatulli et al., 2018). When the brand identity is broken, consumer trust and authenticity can be reduced.
Keller's Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) model goes on to explain the development of the value of the brand in the mind of the consumer. 
[image: Keller's Brand Equity Model — What It Is & How to Use It | by Keaton Hawker  | Medium]
Figure 3: Customer-Based Brand Equity (CBBE) Model  
Source: (Keller and Swaminathan, 2020)
Keller and Swaminathan (2020) found that a hierarchical process beginning with brand awareness and progressing to emotional attachment and loyalty is involved in building brand equity. In this process, the perceived value and corresponding feelings become important driving forces of preference among consumers (Sullivan, Thomas and Rosano, 2018). Collectively, these theories suggest that in order to achieve successful brand positioning, it is necessary to have a consistent brand identity, meaningful differentiation, and the ability to form positive associations in consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc224773695]Retail Branding and Customer Perception
Retail branding literature emphasises that consumer perception is created via a number of interaction points between the brand and the customer. Unlike product brands, retail brands are telling value in the shopping experience as a whole. According to Onalaja and Otokiti (2021), product quality, price positioning, environment and service interaction in the store determine the consumer's evaluation of the entire brand together. As a result, brand perception is constructed based on the tangible as well as the symbolic components of the retail experience. Product quality is, of course, a central factor in trust and perceived trustworthiness. At the same time, price positioning is a signal of the target market segment and value proposition. Retailers are thus left with the challenge of measuring a balance between affordability and perceived quality in order to keep a coherent meaning for their brands (Adenuga et al., 2025). Store experience is also important. Layout design, visual merchandising and customer service add to the emotional interpretation of the brand. Digital presence has become more relevant in the way people perceive modern retail. Online platforms, mobile applications and social media channels are used to add to the brand experience outside of the physical stores. This has resulted in the shift of retailers towards omnichannel strategies that combine digital and offline interactions. Teten et al. (2024) found that omnichannel retailing has allowed companies to maintain the same brand message and increase convenience and accessibility. In addition, more is required from the consumer in terms of sustainability practices. Ethical sourcing and environmental responsibility have now come to be interpreted as an indicator of brand credibility and long-term commitment.
[bookmark: _Toc224773696]Strategic Brand Repositioning
The rebranding is a concept of Brand Repositioning, which is done when companies modify the message to the consumer about their brand based on a change in the market. Competitive pressure, technological change and changing consumer expectations are the motivators that are common in this process. Those identity-modernisation firms can appeal to new segments of the market or have a place as social values are changing (Bhardwaj et al., 2018). In the case of retail, repositioning typically involves changes in product strategy, communication and customer experience. Sustainability has become a key issue with retailers advocating for ethical sources and environmental responsibility in order to create credibility (Tafesse and Wien, 2018). Digital platforms are also being used to communicate new brand meanings and communicate with customers. There are, however, risks to repositioning. Gaps in the alignment can make the brand reputation low and confuse consumers (Vuong and Bui, 2023). Therefore, successful repositioning requires consistency between strategy, identity and customer expectations.
[image: Strategic Brand Repositioning: Complete Guide for UK SMEs]
Figure 4: Strategic Brand Repositioning
Source: (Vuong and Bui, 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc224773697]Competitive Positioning in the UK Retail Market
The last decade has brought a lot of changes in the UK retail industry. The advent of e-Commerce has affected the way consumers search, compare and buy products. Online platforms enhance the transparency of the market prices and create more competition between retailers (Mao et al., 2020). At the same time, the discount retailers attract customers with the low costs and rapid turnover of products. Consumer behaviour has altered even further, in particular with respect to fashion, the trend for fast fashion and digital convenience. Ethical consumerism is also increasing, with customers being mindful of sustainability and corporate responsibility (Adenuga et al., 2025). These changes pose a challenge to traditional retailers such as Marks & Spencer to change their positioning of the brand appropriately.
[bookmark: _Toc224773698]Research Methodology
This study uses Saunders’ Research Onion model to organise the choices of methodology. The model provides a systematic framework for explaining the drift of the choices made from philosophical presumptions to techniques of data analysis. 
[image: ]
Figure 5: Saunders’ Research Onion model
Source: (Saunders et al., 2023)
[bookmark: _Toc224773699]Research Philosophy (Positivism)
This study uses a positivist research philosophy that is a rigid focus on objective research and analysis of observable and measurable evidence. Positivism suggests that reality is a systematic analysis of fact (Saunders et al., 2023). In this research, the brand positioning strategy used by Marks & Spencer is evaluated using the evidence collected from corporate documentation and published reports. The application of secondary data helps in the objective interpretation with a reduction of the bias of the researcher (Ginder, Kwon and Byun, 2021), as guided by a structured and evidence-based analysis based on established theoretical frameworks.
[bookmark: _Toc224773700]Research Approach (Deductive)
This study uses the deductive method of research. Deductive reasoning involves known theories and then applying the concept in a specific condition to verify the applicability of the theories (Saunders et al. 2023). In this research, key theories of brand positioning, which are developed by Kotler, Aaker and Keller, contribute to the conceptual foundation of the research. These theories explain the process according to which brand value is created, communicated and perceived by consumers. They are employed as analytical frameworks for the positioning strategy of Marks & Spencer (Amatulli et al., 2018). The research, therefore, measures whether the recent activities of the company are in line with the brand fairness and brand identification. This is done to ensure analysis will be structured, academically motivated and informed through academic knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc224773701]Research Strategy (Case Study)
A case study strategy is used and focuses on Marks & Spencer as an individual organisation. Case study research is helpful in an in-depth study of complex business strategies in their actual life situation. Brand repositioning is not a simple activity as it involves marketing communication, operational choices and identity management (Katsikeas, Leonidou and Zeriti, 2020). Therefore, in order to understand this process, it is necessary for context analysis to occur rather than abstract measurement. The case study approach helps to explore in detail the way M&S designs and communicates its positioning strategy. It also helps in gaining a deeper insight into the company's response to the competition pressures in the UK retail market.
[bookmark: _Toc224773702]Research Design (Qualitative)
The research design that was adopted in the study is a qualitative research design that attempts to explore the construction and communication of the positioning strategy of brands. The qualitative research is applicable in analysing the means, interpretation and the strategic narrative (Saunders et al., 2023). Brand positioning is associated with the symbolic elements such as identity, reputation and perceived value, which are not fully measurable in terms of numerical data (Vuong and Bui, 2023). A qualitative approach, therefore, allows for the greater interpretation of brand communication. The information provided for latter is based on secondary quality data, coming from corporate and industry sources, in order to get an insight into how M&S develops and adapts its brand identity.
[bookmark: _Toc224773703]Data Collection Method – Document Analysis
Data collected by analysing the documents of secondary sources, including M&S annual reports, sustainability reports, marketing campaigns, industry reports, competitor strategies and academic literature (Sullivan, Thomas and Rosano, 2018). These documents are some evidence of how the company is communicating the position of its brand. The data is analysed on the basis of Keller's Brand Equity Model, which focuses on brand awareness, quality perception, brand associations and customer loyalty. Such information is coded and mapped, pertinent to these dimensions, to gauge the M&S building brand value
[bookmark: _Toc224773704]Data Analysis Method – Thematic Analysis
The collected data is analysed using the theoretical approaches of thematic analysis. This method of qualitative data analysis is used to find out the patterns and important themes in the qualitative data. The process begins with data familiarisation, then coding of relevant contents (Islami, Rahyuni and Rukayyah, 2024). Codes are clumped together into much larger themes such as brand identity, sustainability, digital strategy and customer value (Saunders et al., 2023). These themes are then interpreted to determine the success of M&S’s concept brand positioning strategy in the UK retail market.
[bookmark: _Toc224773705]Expected Contributions
This research has contributed to academic issues of the effectiveness of brand positioning in the context of mature retail organisations. Existing literature often focuses on emerging brands or fast-growing companies, whereas the existing retailers have different strategic constraints. By analysing Marks & Spencer, the study contributes to the knowledge of how heritage brands attempt to reposition themselves in very competitive markets (Sun et al., 2020). It also tests the operation of theoretical models of brand equity against that of a traditional retail situation. The results will provide information for retail managers on the effectiveness of brand repositioning approaches. The study will emphasise the role of strategic communication, value positioning and brand identity in the perception of consumers and the differentiation of competition. The research will give practical recommendations to Marks & Spencer. These recommendations will be around strengthening brand communication, increasing competitive differentiation and enhancing customer engagement strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc224773706]Ethical Considerations
This study follows the ethical guidelines that the university requires. Ethical practice is important to guarantee credibility and integrity in research. All data will be dealt with responsibly, to ensure confidentiality and anonymity where necessary. The research will not fall prey to any misuse or misrepresentation of information (Onalaja and Otokiti, 2021). In addition, the study will comply with the principles of the UK General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). The research is based on second-hand sources. All materials will be named and critically interpreted. Good referencing is important so that there is transparency and that the appearance of plagiarism is prevented.

[bookmark: _Toc224773707]Research Timeline
	Stage
	Activity
	Timeframe

	Stage 1
	Proposal development and approval
	Week 1

	Stage 2
	Literature review
	Week 2 – Week 3

	Stage 3
	Research design
	Week 4

	Stage 4
	Data collection
	Week 5 – Week 7

	Stage 5
	Data analysis
	Week 8 – Week 9

	Stage 6
	Writing findings and discussion
	Week 10 – Week 11

	Stage 7
	Final dissertation writing and submission
	Week 12
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