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Abstract

COVID-19 has left an allover influence on the online marketing techniques and the buying
patterns in the UK retail industry. This research examines the swift shift of digital
marketing techniques, the unprecedented shift in consumers’ purchase behavior, and other
general and specific temporal, perpetual, and contingent consequences and possibilities
throughout and coming out of the pandemic. Therefore, six professionals from the digital
marketing field and six consumers participated in the qualitative interviews; main themes
were then developed and discussed. The study yields indicate that digital marketing
specialists quickly responded to the situation by shifting to utilizing online media and other
digital technologies, including virtual reality (VR), augmented reality (AR), and chatbots
to communicate with buyers. The need to proceed with its implementation as soon as
possible, and the use of key performance indicators that define its effectiveness were the
significant elements of this adaptation. Pandemic situations like lock downs and social
distancing led to a drastic change in the consumer behavior in terms of adopting the online
platform for shopping along with increased interaction with brands through digital means.
This relates with the following major digital marketing trends that affected the consumer
perception and loyalty; The innovative marketing communication strategies that connotes
a distinctive experience and that delivered distinguishing content appealed to consumers
greatly. Long-term effects include the understanding that most of the modifications made
throughout the pandemic era like the shift from in-person events to virtual ones and
development of more profound social media presence will remain relevant after the
pandemic. The crisis affected the innovation of the marketing departments where many
news digital advancements to suit the marketing needs arose from the pandemic.
Consequently, the future role of digital marketing is considered to remain highly important,
with a focus on preserving the company’s sound digital profile. Thus, to the academic
community and practitioners, this study adds knowledge to how the pandemic impacted
the evolution of digital marketing strategies. The result proves that the digital marketing
profession is quite robust and has been able to overcome the unprecedented events and will
have more space and potentialities to advance in the future.
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1 Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic can be considered one of the most important external shocks faced by
the global retail industry in modern history that has dramatically changed the way companies
interact with the market, embrace technology, and their relations with the consumer. The pandemic
pushed an already digitalizing retail, rooted in the United Kingdom with retail playing a significant
role in the labor market and economic activity, to the point that digital marketing is no longer
viewed as an auxiliary supportive tool, but as a strategic asset (Hewett, 2021; Rose et al., 2023;
Pantano et al., 2020). Whereas the pace of digitalisation had been gradually accelerating before
the pandemic, the COVID-19 caused a drastic rise in the rate and extent of adoption since it
compelled retailers to introduce digital instruments in a state of supreme uncertainty and stress on
time.

The shift of the physical retailing towards the online one was more of a gradual and a demand-
based approach before the pandemic. The consumer expectations were slowly redefined by the
innovations in the mobile devices, high-speed internet, cloud computing, and e-commerce
infrastructure, which allowed bringing more consumer convenience, choice, and price
transparency (Teodorescu et al., 2023; Dwivedi et al., 2022). Online shopping was becoming more
accepted by consumers, and retailers were digitally marketing selectively with tools like social
media promotion, email marketing, and advertising using search engines, mostly as supportive and
not substitutive to their in-store strategies (Kotler et al., 2021; Verhoef et al., 2021).

With the onset of COVID-19, this trend was essentially shaken. Lockdowns, social distancing
requirements, and mobility confinements made the physical activities in retail business temporarily
unsustainable and companies had to restructure their selling and marketing strategies within a very
short time (Dewi & Lusikooy, 2024). The retailers had to go through the process of going digital
faster not as a strategic decision but as a survival mechanism, and have less time to experiment or
learn (Niewczas-Dobrowolska et al., 2024). Retailers used digital platforms such as e-commerce
websites, mobile applications, and social media channels as the main points of customer contact,
which they used to express value propositions and conduct transactions (Nanda et al., 2021;
Pantano et al., 2020).

At the same time, the consumer behaviour changed radically. The perceived risk related to the
physical shopping settings and health concerns caused a universal transition to online shopping in
terms of utilitarian and hedonic products (Rahmanov et al., 2021; Kou, 2021). This did not just
apply to the necessities but to electronics, clothes and cosmetics, and luxury goods, which speaks
to its structural and not temporary shift in consumption patterns (Sheth, 2020; Afonso et al., 2024).
The current trends indicate that various consumers who learning online shopping in the pandemic
have not abandoned them and transformed long-term perceptions of retail availability, speed of
service and personalization (OECD, 2024; McKinsey & Company, 2020).

Online demand exploded, and this has revealed fatal gaps in the digital infrastructure of retailers.
Companies had to deal with unprecedented traffic volumes on their websites, maintain the stability
of their platforms, and provide their users with smooth experiences provided limited operational
conditions (Balachandar & Jayanthiladevi, 2023; Gulfraz et al., 2022). The quality of user
interface, the responsiveness of the web site, and the navigation have become the determining
variables in consumer satisfaction and retention in the digital context (Punchoojit and
Hongwarittorrn, 2017; Petkovic et al., 2020). Due to this, digital marketing strategies started to
overlap with the fields of information systems design, management of customer experience, and
service operations and disaggregate traditional functional boundaries in the retail organizations
(Pantano et al., 2020).
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In addition to the interface design, confidence and security became the key issues when it came to
digital marketing in the pandemic era. The proliferation of online transactions also increased
consumer awareness of the issue of privacy of personal and financial data, cybersecurity, and
payment security, because personal and financial information was actively exchanged on online
platforms (Karangara & Manta, 2024; Nagel, 2020; Piersiala & Kabus, 2023). Recent research
highlights that perceived digital trust is currently a mediating factor between digital marketing
interaction and brand loyalty and that perceived digital trust is more relevant in the conditions of
a post-crisis when the consumer is more risk-sensitive (Huang & Rust, 2025; Martin et al., 2024).

To address these issues, retailers are resorting more and more to using data analytics and artificial
intelligence to help make decisions in real-time and conduct personalised marketing
communication. Digital marketing made possible by analytics enabled companies to follow
consumer behaviour, determine new demand trends and respond dynamically to price, promations
and inventory policies (Micus et al., 2023; Ajiga et al., 2024). The personalisation and advanced
targeting did not only contribute to the better customer experience but also promoted the efficiency
of marketing and the return on the investment, which supports analytics as a strategic resource, but
not an operational one (Okorie et al., 2024; Tasnim et al., 2025). Real-time information-capability
has since been a hallmark of digitally resilient retailers who adopt volatile market conditions
(Celdrén et al., 2024; McKinsey & Company, 2020).

Although the literature on COVID-19 and digital marketing is rapidly expanding, the available
literature is imbalanced, with the overwhelming presence of short-term reactions and immediate
outcomes of the crisis. Numerous articles report on tactical changes in the use of the channel, social
media, or e-commerce at the time of lockdowns (Gao et al., 2023; Nanda et al., 2021), but relatively
few of them describe the sustainability and general strategic consequences of such transitions, and
especially in the context of the UK retail. Recent reviews point out a consistent lack of knowledge
regarding the potential long-lasting successes or failures in the creation of brand perception,
consumer relations, and organisational resilience due to pandemic-induced digital marketing
practices (Pantano et al., 2020; Rose et al., 2023; Verhoef et al., 2021).

To fill this gap, the current study examines the adaptability of the digital marketing strategies of
the UK retailers to the COVID-19 pandemic and discusses the perceived short- and long-term
impact of the strategy adaptations both professionally and as a consumer. Using a qualitative
research approach in the form of semi-structured interviews with digital marketing professionals
and consumers, the study offers a deep empirical understanding of the strategic decision-making
process, behavior change and institutionalisation of digital marketing practices in the post-
pandemic retail setting. With its combination of the established digital marketing theory and the
current evidence of post-COVID conditions, this study will contribute to the development of the
scholarly knowledge on digital marketing resilience, strategic change, and consumer behaviour in
the context of a systemic disruption.

2 Literature
2.1 UK Retail Sector Technological Marketing Before COVID-19

The UK retail sector was already heading towards the digitally mediated marketing and commerce
even before COVID-19 due to the maturation of the platforms and the shift towards the digitally
mediated shopping experiences among consumers (Dash & Chakraborty, 2021; Nagarjuna &
Izhar, 2024). During this timeframe, e-commerce was a huge complement to store-based retailing,
but it more and more influenced the discovery and evaluation stages of the customer experience,
including searchable product data, online reviews, and social media-enabled brand experiences
(Dwivedi et al., 2022). Not more online sales, but a more general reorganization of how retailers
generated value through online touchpoints, data, and personalization was a marketing perspective
in the pre-COVID transition (Kannan, 2017; Verhoef et al., 2021).
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In particular, the role of social media became the focus of retail communication and co-creation
that allow two-way communication, fast feedback loops, and dynamic customization of the offers
in response to changing tastes (Dash & Chakraborty, 2021; Nagarjuna & Izhar, 2024). Meanwhile,
the emerging power of analytics and customer relationship management (CRM) tools enhanced
the importance of segmentation and targeting, enabling retailers to personalize at scale and
compete based on experience and not on price only (Habib et al., 2024; VVan Tonder et al., 2023).
In the late 2010s, indicators of official retail in the UK already provided evidence of the increasing
strategic significance of online channels, and the trendline of the ratio of internet sales indicated
that they were structural rather than experimental (Ward, 2025; Office for National Statistics,
2026).

2.2 The effect of the COVID-19 on the Consumer Behavior and Digital marketing

COVID-19 was a discontinuity shock, which condensed years of digital adoption into months. The
combination of lockdowns, mobility limits, and an increase in worries about health risk caused
consumers to move online and boosting their dependency on e-commerce to replace both
necessities and non-essential categories (Chen & Qasim, 2021; Jiang et al., 2021; Sheth, 2020).
The pandemic also altered the place of consumer purchase as well as consumer expectations of
retailers; in particular, reliability of delivery, responsiveness of service, and transparency of
product availability (Mahdavi et al., 2021; Pantano et al., 2020; Sun et al., 2023).

This high rate of behavioral shifting compelled a shift in digital marketing practice, as well.
Retailers accelerated performance marketing and online customer service and also implemented
interactive technology that minimized the uncertainty of remote shopping situations, including Al-
powered chatbots, virtual try-on services, and AR/VR-enhanced product experiences (Chen &
Qasim, 2021; Sun et al., 2023). The marketing role went beyond the communication to experience
orchestration across digital only interfaces, in which frictionless navigation, quick loading, and
perceived security became the elements of brand value (Huddleston et al., 2023; Rahmanov et al.,
2021; Kou, 2021).

Notably, the literature posits that the COVID-19 did not just cause a temporary substitution, but it
also reinstated habits and norms of online shopping, rendering e-commerce socially legitimate and
operationally expected (Chen & Qasim, 2021; Roggeveen and Sethuraman, 2020; Sheth, 2020).
This is in line with a fact that internet sales ratios underwent a severe structural change within the
period of pandemic, and it has not lost its strategic relevance to the retailer outside the pandemic
mode (Ward, 2025; Office for National Statistics, 2026).

2.3 On-Going Frameworks in the Marketing Strategies

Marketing as the process of creation, communication, delivery and exchange of value with the
customer is a dynamic process in itself, especially in the turbulent times of technology-driven
market (Kotler & Pfoertsch, 2007). This dynamism was enhanced by the pandemic and
strengthened a more general trend: the marketing strategy has become more and more reliant on
digital capabilities (analytics, automation, personalization, and platform integration), rather than
on the ingenuity of marketing promotion (Dwivedi et al., 2022; Verhoef et al., 2021).

In this connection, it can be argued that the modern retail marketing strategy can be seen as a
continuous capability-building process where retailers continuously update channel positions,
content approaches, customer experiences, and service designs based on new technologies and
consumer demands. This contributes to the fact that post-COVID strategies pay an exceptionally
great deal of attention to experience consistency, adaption speed, and data-driven decision-making
as opposed to individual campaign accomplishments.

2.4 Growth of Omnichannel Strategies
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One of the strategic consequences of the pandemic was an exaggeration of omnichannel thinking:
retailers began to desire a flawless interaction between the online and offline touchpoint, such as
access to inventory, unified messages, and service recovery (Mangalaraj et al., 2023; Zhang et al.,
2025). Omnichannel capability emerged as a resiliency tool- enabling companies to retain
customer access during disruptions and at the same time retain the brand continuity (Harun &
Rokonuzzaman, 2021; Sheth, 2020).

This transformation was technologically based on integrated inventory, CRM upgrades, and Al-
assisted analytics that link customer data across channels and allow next best action marketing.
However, based on ongoing evidence, omnichannel customer experiences are the way to influence
engagement and value capture, which confirms the relevance of omnichannel marketing as a
strategic but not tactical option in the post-pandemic period (Rahman et al., 2025).

2.5 Paying attention to Sustainability and Ethical Marketing.

The consumer focus on environmental and social impact also increased with COVID-19, lowering
retailer value propositions through the prism of digital marketing communications. Retail
campaigns also started to focus more on responsible sourcing, greener package, lower carbon
footprint, and community-focused campaigns- commonly presented as storytelling and content
marketing formats that are optimized on social and mobile platforms.

It is not the only reputational turn: it is also a strategic one, since digitally mediated transparency
(reviews, social sharing, brand scrutiny) increases the price of what appears to be inconsistency
between claims and practices. Thus, ethical positioning is a market indicator and a trust device in
digitally intensive consumer journeys

2.6 Major Problems: COVID-19, Consumer Behavior, and Digital Marketing

The first case of COVID-19 (initially identified in the end of 2019 and spreading in the world in
early 2020) provoked unprecedented public-health policies, including lockdowns, social
distancing, and travel bans, that disrupted the activities of retailers and compelled them to digitize
as rapidly as possible (Jiang et al., 2021). This is in line with the larger thesis that the pandemic
acted as a catalyst to digitalization, which hastened structural changes that were already occurring
in retail (Mangalaraj et al., 2023).

Consumer behavior is defined as a process by which consumers choose, buy, and consume
products, based on cultural, social, individual, and psychological influences (Fischer & Otnes,
2006). The significance of safety and convenience during COVID-19 was increasing rapidly and
compelled the consumers to shift toward e-commerce and contactless shopping, and to explore the
quality of digital services more critically (Afonso et al., 2024; Chen & Qasim, 2021).

Digital marketing entails the use of digital platforms (web, search, social media, email, and mobile)
to communicate with and target customers as they spend more time on them. The pandemic also
increased the focus on digital marketing expenditure since it became the main channel of
contacting customers and keeping relationships in the physical conditions of severe restrictions
(Dash & Chakraborty, 2021, Dwivedi et al., 2022). The increasing utilization of superior
technologies (Al, VR/AR, automation) and the managerial issues of maintaining performance in a
more intricate digital ecosystem are also emphasized in post-COVID scholarship.

2.7 Digital Marketing Pre- and Post-COVID-19 Comparison

Even pre-COVID, retail digital marketing was more likely to develop gradually: companies
developed an online presence, tried to use social interaction, and offered personalization with the
help of analytics, and many companies still depended on traditional channels and in-store
conversion (Ward, 2025). Online presence tended to reinforce offline marketing as opposed to the
reorganization of the whole operating model.
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After the COVID, digital marketing turned out to be a central operation. The retails had no choice
but to maximize e-commerce conversion, scale digital customer support, and implement data-
intensive targeting tactics to keep sales going despite stores access disruption (Dash &
Chakraborty, 2021). According to the literature, this time reinforced the strategic aspects of the
omnichannel strategies and increased the investment in the digital infrastructure (Mangalaraj et
al., 2023). The structural applicability of internet sales in the post-pandemic retail sector is also
highlighted by official UK retail indicators (Ward, 2025; Office for National Statistics, 2026).

2.8 Obstacles to Digital Marketing That Businesses Will Encounter after COVID-19

Firms have found it difficult to merge digital and traditional marketing despite the advantages.
Integration should be cross-channel, based on talent allocation, and aligning the brand message,
which can be resource-heavy--in particular, in companies that maintain old systems or are not
online-savvy (Kraus et al., 2022).

Another key issue is data privacy and data security. The increase in reliance on online transactions
leads to a higher vulnerability to cyber risks and a growth in regulatory compliance obligations
and thus governance, consent management, and secure payment design are critical to preserving
trust (Celdrén et al., 2024. These obligations should be in line with the data protection laws in the
UK setting that defines the manner in which retailers gather, store, and utilize consumer data.

There is also the problem of technology volatility that makes strategy more complicated: digital
marketing tools are changing fast, and one should learn and manage change in the organization
constantly (Chen & Qasim, 2021). Last but not the least, personalization, quick service, and
contactless convenience are a standard feature of post-pandemic consumers that may need
advanced analytics and Al services that are not equally available at all the firms (Gupta et al.,
2026; Huddleston et al., 2023).

2.9 Theoretical Foundation (Rewritten, with Better Rigor and Connection)

Recent studies suggest that the UK retail digitization went faster than it would have had no
COVID-19. Although technological advances and consumers were already changing the business
model of retail more towards online than offline, the constraints of the pandemic accelerated the
rate and scale of conversion, compelling the rapid redesign of online marketing and service
systems to continue operating (Nanda et al., 2021; Mangalaraj et al., 2023). The heightened
shyness of consumers in face-to-face communication transformed the shopping norms of all
categories, increasing the dependency on digital platforms and rising the criteria of reliability,
convenience, and the perceived safety (Chen & Qasim, 2021; Jiang et al., 2021; Sheth, 2020).

According to the perspective of retailer capabilities, the pandemic increased the significance of
digital interfaces. The usability of the websites, their speed, the easiness of the navigation and
checkout became the converting and loyalty determinants (Huddleston et al., 2023).
Simultaneously, the retailers increased digital communication (social, email, paid media) to be still
noticeable and convincing in a rather virtual marketplace (Dash & Chakraborty, 2021). These
changes support the idea that COVID-19 was a disruption in the retail strategy: numerous brick-
and-mortar companies were forced to establish strong digital business models in order to survive
(Sheth, 2020; Mangalaraj et al., 2023).

In its operations, the expansion of online business demanded a solid IT infrastructure that could
support large traffic and volumes of transactions, as well as coordinate the quality of services and
stability of the system (Nagel, 2020; Tueanrat et al., 2021). Simultaneously, the heightened digital
usage also made the issues of privacy, secure payment, and consumer trust more salient, and the
perceived risk and governance, as well as growth, had to be considered by the firms (Celdran et
al., 2024; Ding et al., 2021). Data analytics also turned into a strategic tool to detect changes in
consumer demand, to be able to better segment it, target it and manage it in terms of promotion
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(Ding et al., 2021; Meyers et al., 2023).

In order to describe such two-sided dynamics (consumer adoption and retailer technology uptake),
this paper is rooted in the Theory of Planned Behaviour (TPB) and the Technology Acceptance
Model (TAM), which in combination form an integrated prism of explaining the UK retail digital
transformation in the COVID-19 times. TPB, put forward by Ajzen (1991), is an approach that
defines behavior in terms of intention, influenced by attitudes, subjective norms, and perceived
behavioral control, which is why it is appropriate to model the change in consumers online
shopping intentions and behavior triggered by the pandemic (Meena & Kumar, 2022; Tornikoski
& Maalaoui, 2019).

In the context of COVID-19 the relative importance of risk and benefits may have been
reconsidered and safety and convenience became more conspicuous; fear and perceived risk in
brick-and-mortar stores may consequently change the motivation towards online shopping (Van
Tonder et al., 2023). Peer pressure and narratives on social media also contributed to the power of
subjective norms because e-commerce became a typical and even suggested solution, which was
socially legitimized (Hoque et al., 2022; Lee & Cho, 2023). Lastly, perceived behavioral control
Confidence in digital skills, platform usability, and payment competence contributed to the
explanation of the faster adaptation of some consumers than others, which influenced intention
and real buying behavior (Fischer & Otnes, 2006; VVan Tonder et al., 2023).

Later proposed by Davis (1989), TAM adds to the explanation of the technology adoption process
by perceived usefulness and perceived ease of use, which is why it is particularly relevant to
explain why retailers accepted the specific digital marketing technologies during the crisis
situation (Mugo, 2017; Gupta et al., 2026). The retailers under the pressure of social distancing
embraced the tools they believed were helpful in keeping the engagement and sales at the same
level (e.g., Al chatbots, live chat, AR/VR product interaction, etc.) and those that could be
implemented within the shortest possible time without intensive training or system disruption
(Ciarli et al., 2021; Kolidakis et al., 2024; Tueanrat et al., 2021).

Since the retail marketing of the post-COVID period is becoming more and more omnichannel,
TPB-TAM integration offers a more powerful theoretical foundation compared to any of the two
models of consumer-side intention, or retailer-side technology uptake, that determine the digital
environment consumers are exposed to (Greenberg & Schneider, 2024; Héanninen et al., 2021).
The shift towards omnichannel consistency (mobile-responsive commerce, integrated touchpoints,
unified branding) only supports the idea that the results of brand visibility, acquisition, and
retention rely on the combined performance of consumer acceptance and development of retail
capabilities (Ghesh et al., 2024; Harun & Rokonuzzaman, 2021; Mangalaraj et al., 2023).

Although the recent trend in COVID-related digital marketing research is rapid, empirical data
available on the effectiveness of long-term digital marketing intervention and sustainability are
still relatively scarce in the context of the UK retail industry (Dash & Chakraborty, 2021; Mahdavi
et al., 2021; Pantano et al., 2020). Researchers argue as to whether the observed changes can be
seen as temporary crisis substitutes whereas the underlying marketing and consumer culture
changes are structural (Dixit et al., 2023; Lee et al., 2025). Similarly, studies on the topic tend to
consider individual platforms or individual tools instead of the synergetic performance outcomes
of coordinated, multi-technology digital marketing campaigns (Alnawas et al., 2023; Loo, 2025;
Wang et al., 2025). There is still a lack of knowledge as to whether such strategies result in brand
performance and company solidity beyond the crisis horizon (Al-Hawary & Al-Fassed, 2022;
Badgar et al., 2022).

Thus, this paper discusses these gaps by assessing the short- and long-term consequences of UK
retailers digital marketing practices implemented or more accentuated during COVID-19- how
these measures change the sustainable consumer behavioral change, brand management outcomes,
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and competitive performance with the foundations of TPB and TAM as integrative approaches to
explaining their findings (Greenberg & Schneider, 2024; Hanninen et al., 2021). Thus, it can help
advance the theory in the field of retail digital transformation and offer a practical understanding
of the profitability and sustainability of blended digital-traditional marketing approaches in a post-
pandemic context (Ward, 2025; Office for National Statistics, 2026).

3 Methodology
3.1 Philosophical positioning and research design

The research design that was chosen in this study was qualitative and exploratory in nature to elicit
a rich information of how an increase in digital marketing and online buying conducted in the UK
was experienced and interpreted by the retailers and consumers during the COVID-19. Qualitative
methodology is expected to be used in situations where the primary aim of the research is to
establish meaning, interpretation, and context and not to estimate the population parameters, i.e.
where the behaviours and responses of organisations are influenced by uncertainty and change
(Creswell and Creswell, 2017). This paper was framed in an interpretivist logic, which presupposes
that consumer reactions (e.g., trust, perceived safety, convenience) and retailer choices (e.g.,
platform investments, omnichannel redesign) are socially constructed and can only be discussed
in terms of the story that participants provide instead of being analyzed through secondary
indicators (Bryman, 2016; Saunders et al., 2019).

In line with modern qualitative reporting standards, the research design was based on the priorities
of thick description, detailed recording of the processes, and analytic openness to ensure that
readers can assess the fairness and extrapolation of the results to other samples (Nowell et al.,
2017; Braun & Clarke, 2024).

3.2 Study context

The case is placed in the UK retail business, where the COVID-19 limitations increased the pace
of digital use and changed the relative significance of physical and digital touchpoints. The
situation is relevant since retail outcomes and brand success in the time of the pandemic were
tightly connected with the level of digital infrastructure (e.g., the quality of the website, the safety
of online payments), the responsiveness of services, and the readiness of consumers to change their
everyday consumption habits to the online one. It is a contextual anchoring that is critical to
understanding why digital marketing shifted to a supportive role to a core operational facility
throughout the period of crisis, which affected the decision-making of the retailer and behavioural
adjustment of consumers.

3.3 Population, sampling strategy and subjects

The information rich participants were recruited using a purposive sampling strategy to provide
direct responses to changes and lived shopping experiences of digital marketing during COVID-
19 (Patton, 2002; Saunders et al., 2019). Sampling was planned to reflect two vantage areas, which
are complementary, namely, (1) organisational-level decision-making (retail digital marketing
managers) and (2) consumer-level adoption and assessment (online consumers).

Overall, 12 semi-structured interviews were held, including 6 digital marketing managers of UK
retail organisations and 6 consumers who have been using e-commerce regularly due to pandemic
restrictions. The managers who participated in the study were chosen according to their experience
in digital marketing (at least three years) so that they had enough exposure to the pre-pandemic
standards and pandemic-induced strategic changes. Consumers included in the sample were
chosen according to frequent online shopping behaviour at the time of COVID-19, and this aspect
guarantees relevance with the behaviour change focus of the research.

The sufficiency of the sample size was rationalised on a logic of saturation, which acknowledges
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the fact that sample size in qualitative inquiry is based on the depth of inquiry, coverage and
heterogeneity of the phenomenon rather than a numeric imperative (Hennink & Kaiser, 2022).
Moreover, the research adhered to the recent trend of observing thematic completeness through
iterative processes when analysing data, which is consistent with the recent recommendations of
maintaining proximity and true code saturation as pragmatic levels of analysis in the qualitative
research of interviews (Squire et al., 2024).

3.4 Data collection procedure

Interviews were used to gather the data in semi-structured formats, as they offer a flexible format
that enables the researcher to compare respondents yet allows inquiring into emergent knowledge.
This is especially in cases where organisational strategies and consumer behaviours can change
quickly in the case of crisis situations. An interview guide was constructed and optimized to
conform to the research questions, sequencing consistency, and the interpretability; which
represents the best-practice advice on creating high-quality semi-structured instruments (Kallio et
al., 2016).

The interviews were carried out online (e.g., video or internet-mediated calling), which was also
reasonable due to the post-pandemic research conditions and practical advantages of working with
geographically  dispersed  respondents.  Internet-mediated  qualitative  interviewing
methodologically is being increasingly accepted as plausible when the researcher pays attention to
rapport, privacy, consent, and recording (Abedi et al., 2024). The interviews were audio-recorded
(because the participants were informed about it) and lasted between 30 and 45 minutes. During
and immediately after interviews notes were also taken to record some initial impressions of
analysis and immediate contextual impressions that were used to inform subsequent interpretation.

3.5 Time horizon

The research involved a cross-sectional time frame, which entailed the accounts offered by the
participants of the pandemic-period behaviour and change in strategies at a single point in time. A
cross-sectional qualitative design will be suitable when the goal is to accumulate a structured
knowledge of trends and processes (e.g., why consumers were more likely to trust online channels;
how retailers re-engineered online communication), but not to quantify change paths over time
(Saunders et al., 2019).

3.6 Data analysis strategy

They were transcribed and analysed through thematic analysis because it is an adequate method to
discover patterned meanings across stakeholder groups and linking individual narratives to overall
strategic and behavioural processes (Braun and Clarke, 2006). The analysis was performed in a
systematic order in line with the thematic analysis stages, including familiarisation, initial coding,
theme development, theme review/refinement, and narrative definition, although there was an
attempt to make sure that theme building was based on the dataset and directly connected to the
research questions.

Qualitative software (MAXQDA) facilitated coding and theme management and contributed to the
increased transparency of the process as it allowed recording transcripts, codebooks, analytic
memos, and changes in themes systematically. Qualitative analysis with the support of software is
popular to enhance auditability and organise the structure of complex codes, especially in the case
of multi-participant interviews (Kuckartz & Radiker, 2019).

To enhance the level of analytical rigour and reporting quality, the research matched the
interpretation with the modern recommendations that highlight the necessity of capturing analytic
decisions, establishing the connection between data excerpts and topic assertions, and not
subjecting thematic analysis to the mechanical process of employing a coding tool (Braun &
Clarke, 2024). The tradition of worked-example of reflexive thematic analysis was also used as a
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standard of making it clear how the codes and themes were constructed based on the accounts of
the participants instead of presumed a priori (Pearson & Myall, 2025).

3.7 Reliability and quality assurance

Procedures and processes associated with credibility, transferability, dependability, and
confirmability helped to enhance trustworthiness. The credibility was ensured by recruiting
participants that had first-hand experience of the phenomenon and probing questions to narrow
down ambiguity and elicit superficial answers. Contextual detail (UK retail setting; role of
participants; duration of the interview) supported transferability so that the readers could assess
the applicability to other retail settings. Reliability and credibility were ensured by providing an
audit trail (interview guide versions, coding memos, note taking on theme development) and by
adhering to systematic processes in eliminating the threat of selective interpretation (Nowell et al.,
2017).

Justification of sample size was considered a quality concern as opposed to a numerical goal.
Analytic adequacy and thematic coverage were iteratively monitored in the study, as it is aligned
with evidence-based saturation discourse in the context of recent studies in qualitative methods
(Hennink & Kaiser, 2022; Squire et al., 2024).

3.8 Ethical aspects and data safeguarding

The principles of ethical practice were created on the voluntary participation, informed consent,
confidentiality/ anonymity, and safe data management. The participants were notified about the
objective of the research, the anticipated length of interviews, and the recording process and about
the possibility of withdrawing. To minimize transcript identifiability, personal identifiers were
taken away and transcripts were reported using pseudonyms or role names.

Since interviews can encompass personal data (including voice recordings and potentially sensitive
work-related information), the study complied with UK expectations of data protection (including
lawful processing, minimisation, secure storage and limitation of purpose) as well as UK GDPR-
equivalent advice in the context of research. The procedures were especially significant because
of the digital character of data collection and storage in the remote interviewing setting.

4 Analysis

The section provides the results of 12 semi-structured interviews with 6 UK retail digital marketing
professionals (MP1-MP6) and 6 consumers (C1-C6). The discussion examined the effect of
COVID-19 on the digital marketing strategy and consumer decision-making in the UK retail
market, and the extent to which participants viewed the changes as short-term results of the crisis
or long-term evolutions. Thematic analysis with the assistance of MAXQDA resulted in three
broad themes, namely: (1) Adaptation of strategies, covering how the marketing activity quickly
shifts to digital activity, faster adoption of tools, and KPI-based optimisation; (2) Consumer
behaviour changes, including how participants anticipate that certain practices of the pandemic
(e.g. digital-first communication, virtual experiences, technology-enabled service) will continue
post-crisis; and (3) Long-term implications and innovations, which covers the expectation of how
participants believe that some of the practices of the pandemic (e.g The results are discussed below
and supported with interview excerpts. In cases where frequency counts are being provided, they
reflect the number of those who mentioned an idea at least once, they are descriptive measures of
repetition but not measure of significance.

In interviews, respondents defined the COVID-19 as an impetus that accelerated the digitalisation
process in UK retail and quickened the pace of marketing implementation and consumer demands.
The marketing practitioners focused on the rapidity of the strategic redirection, the use of
interactive technologies (e.g., chatbots and VR/AR), and increased reliance on metrics and KPIs
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as an element of continuous improvement. Consumers claimed the explicit move toward online
shopping, that they more often connected with brands using the digital world (especially social
media), and that they responded more to campaigns that provided valuable information, inventive
and inspiring experiences, or signs of concern during the crisis. Notably, the two stakeholder
groups perceived some of the changes, in particular, the digital-first engagement and online
shopping habits, as the ones that are likely to be ingrained in the post-pandemic retail environment.

4.1 Themes and sub-themes

Figure 1. Word cloud of transcripts of interviews (MAXQDA). The visualization shows the
prevalence of frequently used words in the interviews of digital marketing professionals and
consumers, which points at the relevance of COVID-19 as a contextual factor and dominance of
digital marketing, online interaction, branding, and campaign activity in the responses of the
interviewees.

The word cloud offers a summary of the frequent terms in the dataset in the form of a description
as the most frequent words include pandemic, digital, online, brand, campaign, and social. This
pattern is also coherent with the prevailing narrative in the context of interviews, as COVID-19
served as the background of contextual decision-making and behavioural change, whereas digital
channels, branding, and campaign activity were the main focus when it comes to sustaining a
relationship with the customer. Since word clouds are shown in terms of frequency, and not
conceptual precedence, this result is considered to be described as complementary evidence, the
thematic analysis, which is backed up by participant quotes, gives substantive meaning.

Table 1. Themes and sub-themes identified from interviews (n = 12) with descriptive prevalence
counts.
Theme Sub-theme Participants (n)
Adaptation of strategies Rapid implementation and adjustment
Utilisation of new tools and technologies
Measuring success and KPIs
Consumer behaviour changes Shift to online shopping
Increased engagement with brands via digital channels
Impact of digital marketing campaigns
Long-term implications and innovations  Permanent changes in marketing practices
Innovations in digital marketing
Future role of digital marketing

OO IO OO

5 Theme 1: Adaptation of strategies

Theme 1 captures how retail marketing teams responded to the pandemic through rapid strategic
shifts, accelerated adoption of digital tools, and intensified measurement of performance.
Professionals characterised adaptation as urgent and iterative, largely driven by reduced store-
based activity and the need to preserve customer access, engagement, and sales continuity.

5.1 Sub-theme 1.1 Rapid implementation and adjustment

According to marketing experts, the shift towards digital was not gradual. Rather, it was at a high
pace with retailers shifting resources towards the channels that could sustain engagement during
lockdowns and decreased mobility. Social media and email were established as the fast and reliable
means of company visibility, and live streaming and webinars were also implemented as the
alternatives to a face-to-face touchpoint.

MP1: "Quite on the contrary, the transition to the digital marketing strategy was almost instant. To
ensure the engagement and updates of our customers, the main method was and is social media
and emails.

MP3: The pandemic changed the course of our work; the instances of face-to-face communication
with the clients became more common. We have begun to utilize live streaming and Webinars as

SMARC:=:-....



82 Yasir & Tariq

the primary communication tools with the clients, and this practice was not a priority to us before
the pandemic.

These excerpts show that the pandemic established an environment of strategic speed as a
fundamental ability. Adaptation was positioned as critical to keeping the connection with the
consumers, updating them promptly, and ensuring they do not lose interest in the time that regular
routines of normal retail operations were disrupted.

5.2 Sub-theme 1.2 Exploitation of new tools and technologies

A preemptive surge of technology utilization was defined by the professionals as a replacement of
diminished physical contact and also to cope with the volume of online interaction. The
approximate experience of products in a remote setting was estimated with the help of VR/AR,
whereas chatbots were implemented to provide constant service during high demand, especially
during lockdowns.

MP4: "We capitalized on VR and AR in selling our products to provide a means of testing the
products without necessarily moving to the shops.

MP2: Chatbots, in our opinion, should be regarded as an assistant that would allow us to process
many of the inquiries raised by clients and customers that need assistance. We could answer the
demands of our customers 24/7, particularly, in the times of lock-downs.

These descriptions demonstrate that the introduction of technology was defined as a working
reaction to the changing conditions of the market and not an experimental variant of marketing.
Consumer uncertainty was decreased through interactive tools to keep the responsiveness, which
preserves customer experience and retention.

5.3 Sub-theme 1.4 KPI measurement success

The main focus of all marketing professionals was that fast adaptation needed to be evaluated
constantly and the key to evaluating the effectiveness of the revised strategies was in the KPlIs.
Measures like click-throughs, engagement, conversion, ROI, and customer feedback (including
reviews) were again-and-again discussed as pointers that directed the process of unrelenting
optimization of campaigns and channel activity.

MP5: "The success of the campaigns was operationalized using measures like the click through
rates, activity on social networks, and overall sales conversion being some of the important
measures of the success of the campaigns.

MP6: "Similarly, customer reviews and online comments also constituted the yardsticks in order
to identify the effectiveness of the established and executed strategies since positive comments
indicated that the strategic directions and efforts were worthy. All of these statements suggest that
the performance monitoring was not marginal; it served as a means of making rapid decisions in
the context of uncertainty. Data-driven optimisation facilitated the accelerated learning and aided
the retailers to find out which digital practices are to be scaled, modified, or shut down.

Theme 1 learning: Pandemic-driven factors increased the rate at which digital marketing was
effectively implemented and allowed fast alteration, adoption of tools, and optimisation based on
KPIs which became the hallmark of the retail marketing strategy.

6 Theme 2: The shift in consumer behavior

Theme 2 indicates the description of consumers how the COVID-19 transformed the process of
purchase and brand relationships. There were overarching trends in an overall movement towards
online purchases, an interest in brands via digital media to update and reassure, and an interest in
campaigns that added value to the simple promotion.
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6.1 Sub-theme 2.1 Going to online shopping

Online shopping could have grown significantly during the pandemic, and all consumers expressed
this as a significant need, as well as a perceived safety measure. Critically, the interviewees pointed
out that this change did not just apply to non-essential goods as this was also applied to the forms
of essential products like groceries, meaning that pandemic restrictions naturalised online
shopping across daily consumption.

C1: I was forced to do nearly all the purchases online in the pandemic, it was much more
convenient and safer.

C3: "The necessity goods were required to be ordered online individually, which was not
customary in the past, such as purchasing groceries online.

These descriptions indicate that COVID-19 forced the acceleration of behavioural change into a
limited period and that online shopping has ceased being a convenience and instead, a necessity
and a daily use of buying diverse products.

6.2 Sub-theme 2.3 More interaction with the brands through digital platforms

Higher involvement with brands in social media and other online platforms was described by most
consumers. This interaction was directly related to the necessity of the timely information and
assurances in the state of uncertainty. According to the participants, trust and repeated purchase
were facilitated by the constant updates, and this aspect revealed the relational nature of digital
communication.

C2: "l was more active with the social media when considering the brands | was affiliated with,
now was a time of lock down so, that implies being informed.

C5: "Tthe timing of the information change generates the interest because it makes me trust the
brands and repeat the shopping experience with them regularly.

These words show that digital interaction was something that enhanced service quality and trust-
building and was not solely exposure to advertising. Perceived brand reliability was a contributor
with information timeliness.

6.3 Sub-theme 2.4 Digital marketing campaign effects

Consumers that went into greater detail regarding campaign impact focused more on digital
initiatives that were either experiential, helpful, or socially responsive. The effect of immersive
formats like virtual tours brought a feeling of proximity to the brand to some participants. Others
appreciated content that was educational or helpful, and saw it as an indication of brand care.

C4: The next digital campaign which | found very attractive was the actual tour on new products
with my computer. It was imaginative and gave me the impression that | was more involved to the
company.

C6: There were those who valued the brands that were producing educative material during the
pandemic that showed that they cared about patients of their clients, too.

These quotes indicate that the campaign in the situation of the pandemic was not characterized by
persuasion only; the value was provided by the experience boost, informational backing, and
perceived sympathy.

Theme 2 lesson: COVID-19 stimulated online shopping and increased the dependence of
consumers on online interactions, and when informed in time and provided with value-driven
online campaigns, trust and loyalty improve.

7 Theme 3: Long term implications and innovations
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Theme 3 draws the collective anticipation that the participants have that most of the pandemic-
induced changes would continue. The two groups of stakeholders reported COVID-19 as creating
long-term changes to shopping patterns, marketing, and innovation paths- indicating that digital
marketing is structurally entrenched into the UK retail strategy.

Sub-theme 3.1 Enduring the shift in the marketing practices.

Experts and customers were satisfied that some of the practices that occur during the pandemic
will be applicable in the post-pandemic period. In the case of professionals, virtual events and
virtual meetings and increased use of social media were reported as being effective and thus, will
probably persist. The consumers also indicated a choice of online shopping because of
convenience and availability of products.

MP2: "The strategies adopted by the majority of the organizations and individuals at the age of the
pandemic thereby adopt the likes of virtual meetings, virtual events and social media platforms as
strategies in that they are proven to be effective.

C6: "I believe I will continue to perform my shopping online after the pandemic due to the
convenience and accessibility of goods which an individual receives after online shopping, which
are uncomparable.

These views point to the fact that the pandemic not only precipitated short-term channel
replacement, but it changed the attitudes toward convenience, availability, and interaction
standards and established the digital channels as long-term retail infrastructure.

7.1 Sub-theme 3.3 digital marketing innovations

Respondents defined innovation as a direct reaction to crisis-related limitations and the necessity
to maintain involvement without face-to-face interaction. Some of the aspects mentioned included
virtual product launches as confidence building and effective, interactive and personalised content,
particularly, which used AR as a strategic development, which enhanced consumer experience and
brand reach.

MP4: "One of the confidence-building actions that we had been the virtual product launches, it
was something that had not been done previously and was effective to the point that it was done
online only.

MP5: In regards to additional innovation we customized and interactive our contents; particularly
in campaigns where augment reality is involved.

These testimonials indicate that the results of innovation were not accidental: the crisis provided
the environment that promoted experimentation and learning faster and reproduced new forms that
can still create value even after the pandemic.

7.2 Sub-theme 3.3 Future role of digital marketing

In both cohorts, the digital marketing was defined as an establishment of retailing strategy and
consumer anticipation. The professionals in marketing considered digital marketing to be the key
element in overall strategy as the pandemic has proven the efficiency of digital channels. The
consumers also noted that digital interaction had now formed an aspect of their relationship with
the brands and that they would expect to remain digital.

MP1: "Digital marketing strategy is a vital element of the overall strategy due to the influence of
the pandemic The pandemic has made people recognize the effectiveness of digital channels to
communicate with the customer.

C2: "Other specific ways digitally digitally marketing has now become a thing that | do to
communicate with brands; | would anticipate that even after the pandemic, brands would remain
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highly visible in the digital space.

Such extracts support the fact that post-pandemic retail competition will persist in relying on
digital presence, responsiveness, and the capability of providing consistent online customer
experience through online touchpoints.

Theme 3 takeaway: The participants expect long-term changes - the tendency towards being
digital-first, continuing innovation, and long-term expectations of active brand presence in digital
channels.

On the whole, the results reveal a consistent trend: the COVID-19 has spurred the digitalisation of
retailers and has also changed the consumer shopping behaviour and expectations in the UK retail
market. Retailers offered rapid channel transitions and increased use of enabling technologies
along with heavy dependence on KPIs to drive consistent adaptation in the short term. The
customers reported a general trend towards online shopping, increased interaction with the brand
through online platforms, and increased responsiveness to campaigns with utility, reassurance, and
immersive experiences. Notably, both stakeholder groups expected that many of the developments
that will characterize the pandemic period, especially the dominance of digital-first
communication, technology-driven service, and online shopping trends to continue even after the
crisis, will continue to linger long after the crisis has ended. These findings are addressed in the
next section regarding the previous literature and theoretical background of the study (TPB and
TAM) and implications on post-pandemic retail marketing strategy and consumer behaviour in the
UK.

8 Discussion

This paper aimed at describing how the COVID-19 influenced the digital marketing of the UK
retail and how consumers reacted to the changes. The qualitative data (marketing experts and
customers) show that the pandemic acted as an uninterrupted shock that tightened the years of
technological progress and adoption of channels into a limited period of time, which is in line with
crisis-induced retail transformation advocacies that emphasised increased digitisation, changed
expectations, and re-planned customer experiences (Pantano et al., 2020; Roggeveen and
Sethuraman, 2020; Sheth, 2020). Such changes are relevant to the UK context as retail is a huge
and strategically significant sector and official reporting still follows structural shifts in sales of
retail and channel dynamics following the post-pandemic period (Ward, 2025; Office for National
Statistics [ONS], 2026).

There are three findings that are most prominent across the dataset. The first one is that retailers
were quickly making the transition to technology-enabled promotion and service delivery (e.g.,
intensifying social media, automating email, chatbots, and immersive tools), an urgency shift to
be more digital as an operating model, digital as support. Second, consumers said that there was
widespread movement to online shopping and stronger interaction with brands online, which
supported the concept of crisis as a way of resetting the consumption norms and routines to a new
position (Sheth, 2020; Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020). Third, both groups believed that several
pandemic-related practices would remain, implying that the omnichannel, data-enabled, and
experience-centred marketing had been catalysed not only temporarily but also in a longer-term
way (Rahman et al., 2025; Rahman et al., 2022; Office for National Statistics, 2026).

8.1 Theme 1- Strategy adaptation: speed, tools, and performance governance

The former theme shows that strategic agility was not a choice in the COVID-19, but it was a
survival skill. The descriptions of the rapid redesign of campaigns and communication channels
by the participants are consistent with the scholarship of digital transformation that defines
digitisation as a process of capability building that re-invents value creation, customer experience,
and business models in turbulence (Verhoef et al., 2021; Kraus et al., 2022). According to the
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interviews, it is possible to assume that companies resorted to fast-cycle marketing, i.e., testing,
changing, and to spending in a new way as physical access and predictable footfall were disrupted,
which can be related to more general arguments that the creation of value in retail has increasingly
shifted out of physical shelf influence to digitally mediated touchpoint and experience systems
(Reinartz et al., 2019; Pantano et al., 2020).

The second aspect of Theme 1 is the implementation of new tools and technologies (e.g., chatbots,
AR/VR, virtual experiences). They served as uncertainty-reducing strategies, replacing the in-store
experience and allowing the continuity of the service, which is consistent with reports that Al-
based customer-facing technologies can be used to influence the perceived experience quality and
retail success (Gao et al., 2023; Rahman et al., 2022). The results of the study can also be
characterized as fitting the research on technology-enabled persuasion that demonstrates that
immersive and interactive types can increase engagement and purchase intention in case they lower
the evaluation risk and enhance product knowledge (Alimamy & Al-Imamy, 2022).

Third, KPIs, conversion and ROI were highlighted by participants, which means that stronger
performance governance was accompanied by adaptation. Nevertheless, the after-pandemic
context complicates the process of measurement: targeting and tracking become more intertwined
with privacy policies and consumer consent, and recent studies demonstrate that regulation and
tracking-related prohibitions may affect online surveillance and even pricing practices in the retail
sector (Strong et al., 2025). Thus, the study introduces a depth by insisting that the KPI-oriented
adjustment of retailers is not only a technical problem but also a governance and trust issue, which
is predetermined by compliance environment and perception of consumers.

8.2 Theme 2 - Consumer behavior shifts: migration online, involvement in digital and
trust expectations

Theme 2 affirms the fact that the COVID-19 hastened a widespread transition to online shopping
in goods and services, including essential ones, and that customers did have to discover new
routines within the restrictions they faced. It aligns with the literature on crisis consumption, which
demonstrates that health risk, movement restrictions, and uncertainty may shift decision criteria to
safety and convenience, and they may stabilize into habit-like patterns (Sheth, 2020; Pantano et
al., 2020). Notably, respondents did not simply talk about online shopping as available, but as
safer, easier and anticipated, following the retail scholarship that the pandemic raised e-commerce
to a channel decision to a service expectation (Roggeveen & Sethuraman, 2020; Office for
National Statistics, 2026).

Another characteristic of the interviews is that there is more contact with brands through digital
platforms (particularly social media), which may be explained by the need to satisfy information
requirements and eliminate uncertainty during crisis situations. In digital-first journeys, brand
meaning includes the quality of the interface and responsiveness of services, thus engagement can
be facilitated not only through content appeal, but also through the perceived reliability of the
delivery information, handling complaints, and information recovery of the digital service
(Rahman et al., 2022; Verhoef et al., 2021). The empirical conclusion is that crisis response and
response communication is closely linked with response operations transparency in terms of
availability indicators, delivery notifications and responsiveness quickness to customers more than
promotional communications.

Another contribution of the Theme 2 is the focus on trust signals. Consumers stated that they
placed value on informative campaigns and responsive brand communication which can be
theoretically traced to perceived risk reduction. This aspect of trust in the UK is becoming more
influenced by regulation on data utilization, cookies, and tracking with the integrity of the
platforms (Strong et al., 2025). Therefore, the paper builds on the findings of earlier pandemics
and demonstrates that consumer engagement is not behavioural (greater time spent online) alone
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but also evaluative (greater expectations of credibility, protection of privacy, and reliability of the
service).

8.3 Theme 3 - Long term implications and innovations: omnichannel as new normal

According to Theme 3, the respondents anticipate much of the practice of the pandemic period to
be left: virtual events, social-first communication, and increased dependency on e-commerce. This
is in line with studies that consider omnichannel and digitally integrated experiences a structural
reorganization and not a short-ilived strategy, with the companies capturing value by having steady
journeys and engagement processes across touchpoints (Rahman et al., 2025; Verhoef et al., 2021).
In a sense, the pandemic seems to have given the strategic reasoning of experience architecture
(interface quality, service continuity, and trust) the importance in retail competitiveness as much
as product and price (Reinartz et al., 2019; Rahman et al., 2022).

The findings of the innovation, which include the introduction of virtual products, interactive
features, and the elements of immersion, also attest to the bigger argument that experiential
technologies have become the core of customer experience management. It has been proven that
interactive marketing and immersive marketing formats have the potential to enhance consumer
confidence and intention by lowering the uncertainty of evaluation and raising perceived
usefulness (Alimamy & Al-Imamy, 2022). The qualitative findings of the study thus support a
shift to communication-based marketing into experience-based marketing, in which technology
and service designing becomes a convincing tool.

Lastly, the description of the role of digital marketing presented by the participants in the future
must be viewed as the combination of digital and traditional hybridisation and not a digital
replacement. Omnichannel capability is also increasingly being framed in literature as a resilience
mechanism: it enables continuity in cases where one channel becomes constrained and enables
stability in engagement in cases where consumer demands surpass the ability of physical forms to
respond (Rahman et al., 2025; Ward, 2025). Therefore, the long-term observation of the study is
that the future success of retail in the aftermath of COVID is based on institutionalisation of digital
capabilities (analytics, automation, excellent interface, trust governance) as opposed to addressing
them as only crisis responses.

8.4 Theoretical implications

First, the results enhance the importance of using TPB and TAM as a two-lens model of post-
COVID retail change. TPB intention mechanism (attitudes, norms, control) can be used to explain
the intention mechanism on the consumer side in that internet shopping became more acceptable
and routine in the conditions of risk and constraint (Ajzen, 1991). In the retailer side, TAM
describes the reason why the tools wanted to be perceived as useful and simple to implement (e.g.,
chatbots, automated messaging, interface upgrades) received priority during the crisis response
(Davis, 1989). The contribution of the study lies therefore in its ability to depict an integrated
behavioural-technological story; the adoption of technologies by retailers will influence the digital
space that consumers will consider, and the acceptance by the consumer will stabilise the returns
that technology will bring.

Second, the results expand the digital transformation theory by demonstrating the accelerating
effects of crises in shifting the digitisation-deeper transformation (capabilities, culture, and
business model) process, which is in line with the staged transformation logic that is underlined in
digital transformation models (Verhoef et al., 2021; Kraus et al., 2022). That is, COVID-19 was
both a selection environment and a rewarding capability-building environment and a punishing
environment on channel integration.

Third, the research introduces a trust-governance dimension on the retail digital marketing theory.
Adaptation based on KPIs cannot exist without privacy and consent limitations, and new studies
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reveal that regulatory and tracking modifications can inform retailer surveillance and other
outcomes in the market (Strong et al., 2025). This implies that theorisation about post-COVID
digital marketing performance should consist of capabilities + trust governance and not capabilities
alone.

8.5 Policy implications (UK retail managers, marketers, and policy ecosystem)
In practice, the evidence suggests that the UK retailers need to institutionalize three priorities.

(1) Strategy system of omnichannel experience. The retailers need to consider omnichannel as not
multiple channels but a coherent experience with the same availability cues, service recovery, and
frictionless transition. This forms the heart of value capture in omnichannel customer experiences
(Rahman et al., 2025) and the quality and safety of perceived experience in digital mediated retail
journeys (Rahman et al., 2022).

(2) Uncertainty-reducing experience technology. Al customer service and immersive/interactive
features are the tools that should be chosen depending on the uncertainty that they minimize
(service uncertainty, product evaluation uncertainty, delivery uncertainty). Data can be used to
prove the importance of customer experience outcomes that are influenced by Al-enabled
customer technologies (Gao et al., 2023) and the role of AR marketing in reinforcing the purchase
intention with better evaluation and interaction (Alimamy & Al-Imamy, 2022).

(3) Digital marketing operations based on trust. Greater credibility with customers demands open
data practices and meticulous control of approval, tracking and communication. Targeting and
measurement UK retailers need to state their privacy requirements and data usage advice (Strong
et al., 2025), and acknowledge the fact that alterations in tracking and regulation can affect the
retail digital ecosystem and market behaviour (Strong et al., 2025). Besides that, the UK consumer
protection reforms tend to increase the significance of transparency in digital persuasion (e.g., the
issue of pricing disclosure and manipulation) and credibility of marketplace indicators such as
reviews (Hewett, 2021). The managerial implication is obvious: after COVID, digital marketing
performance is not solely based on creativity and expenditure, but also on conformity, integrity
and transparency as a competitive trust asset.

8.6 Future Research and Limitations

There are some limitations in this study that should be used to interpret and further work.
Qualitative sample (12 participants) is first rich in information, but it has a restriction on statistical
generalisation; therefore, the results must be interpreted as theory-building and context-specific
instead of population estimates. Second, there is a retrospective nature of accounts which can be
affected by recall bias; longitudinal qualitative tracking would be more effective at decoupling
temporary crisis reactions and long-term strategic change. Third, the research is specific to the UK
retail setting; replication of the results in other European economies that might possess varying
regulatory environments can investigate the portability of the results.

At least four ways can further develop the field in the future research. (1) Retailer capability
improvement, consumer intention change, and performance results in the post-crisis period should
be monitored using longitudinal mixed methods to determine the sustainability of strategies that
have been born during the pandemic (Ward, 2025; Office for National Statistics, 2026). (2)
Surveys/SEM or PLS-SEM allows operationalisation of a TPB-TAM integrated framework, and
investigating the interrelationship of interface quality, perceived risk, subjective norms and
perceived usefulness in predicting online purchasing and loyalty (Ajzen, 1991; Davis, 1989). (3)
Research on trust and governance must investigate the effects of consumer protection
transformation and privacy restrictions on digital marketing measurement, target effectiveness and
consumer trust trajectories (Strong et al., 2025). (4) Since retail marketing is at a new stage of
automation, scholars ought to investigate Al and generative Al in post-pandemic retail based on
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the new research assessing the changing role of Al in marketing strategy and organisational
performance (Kshetri, 2024).

8.7 Conclusion

Altogether, the paper shows that COVID-19 has hastened the digitisation of UK retail by driving
retailers to fast adjustment of strategies, adoption of technology, and governance by KPIs, and
changes consumer behaviour towards online shopping and their increased demands to be digital.
The results indicate that numerous practices of the pandemic have taken structural form and
strengthened omnichannel experience management and trust governance as long-term strategic
priorities. The introduction of consumer-side intention processes (TPB) and retailer-side
technology adoption reasoning (TAM) into the study describes a consistent explanation of how
the conditions of crisis shifted both demand behaviour and marketing capability formation within
the UK retail sector, and has implication of resilience, competitiveness, and sustainable digital
marketing performance in the post-COVID environment.
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