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Executive Summary
	The COVID-19 has led to much uncertainty about everything, which has changed the way customers think overnight. This report mainly reflects on the external and internal factors that have affected the quality systems and controls of Marks & Spencer. It gives an insight into how the organisation deals with crises and accomplishes its corporate goals by maintaining and creating effective customer relationships. These marketing theories include SWOT analysis, PESTLE analysis, and the Marketing Mix. It provides the importance of customer relationship management and describes the benefits and challenges Marks & Spencer faces in creating and maintaining relationships during COVID-19. This section stresses the six Forces of customer experience, focuses on how the organisation uses these in customer relationship management and provides recommendations. It also includes the factors that impact Marks & Spencer's quality systems and controls for customers during crises. This allows the organisation to recognise the effective systems in aligning with the customer demands and maintain good relationships with them during the pandemic.
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"How do internal and external factors including COVID-19 affect or influence organisation's quality systems and controls for customers and how the organisation can deal with the new situation and achieve its business objectives by developing and maintaining good customer relationship?"
[bookmark: _Toc79149353]Introduction
	During COVID-19, the new normal has been focusing more on customer experience than ever. It has been about fine-tuning through the journey. This means that customers' perceptions have shifted, and they focus more on what they are deriving from a brand in the context of what it offers, what it demonstrates, what they stand for, and how brands communicate with their customers. As a result, it is important that organisations re-evaluate how the managers connect with customers.
On this notion, this report focuses on the external and internal factors, including COVID-19, that affect the quality systems and controls of an organisation. It discusses how the organisation deals with a strange situation and accomplishes its corporate goals by maintaining and creating effective customer relationships. Thus, the first section gives an overview of the chosen organisation, which is Marks & Spencer. The next section highlights the key marketing theories to analyse customers' experiences of the organisation. These marketing theories will include SWOT analysis, PESTLE analysis, and the Marketing Mix. The third section will stress applying the key marketing and customer relationship management theories to the chosen organisation. Customer relationship management is the set of technologies, strategies, and practices that organisations use to analyse and run customer engagements and data throughout the customer's course of life. The aim is to develop and enhance relationships with customers and help to retain them while driving increased sales (Soltani et al., 2018). The goal is to improve customer service relationships and assist in customer retention and drive sales growth.
Thus, the report will critically analyse the factors that impact Marks & Spencer's quality systems and controls for customers during crises like COVID-19. Further, with millions of people being forced to shop online and with much time to switch to other brands, organisations need to understand how to connect with their customers more emotionally and personally. In his regard, the next section emphasis the systems supporting the organisation quality processes. This will allow us to recognise the effective systems in aligning with the customer demands and maintain good relationships with them during COVID-19.
[bookmark: _Toc78914951][bookmark: _Toc79149354]Organisation's Overview
	Founded in 1967, Marks & Spencer is a leading British retailer. The company focuses on an own-label venture like Clothing and Food and Home worldwide and in the U.K. Marks & Spencer has operations in various domains, such as it sells high-value own brand and high-quality products in the U.K. and sixty-two countries from forty-four websites and 1,519 outlets around the world (Marks & Spencer, 2021). The company uses a unique formula, which leads to success as markets increase internationally. Their approach emphasises overseas expansion while incorporating much scope for growth in the U.K. (Marks & Spencer, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc79149355]Key marketing theories
SWOT Analysis, PESTLE Analysis, and the Marketing Mix are the important marketing theories to analyse the customers' experience of Marks & Spencer. These theories will help assess the internal and external factors underpinning the COVID-19 effect on the organisation's quality systems and controls for customers.
	SWOT stands for Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threats. It is important for organisations to use SWOT to evaluate these four characteristics that have an essential role to play. The strengths focus on the positive internal factors, and weaknesses focus on the internal negative factors. 
Further, opportunities focus on the external positive factors, and threats focus on the external negative factors. SWOT analysis is important for organisations, as it provides a competitive understanding of the discriminating and potential concerns that impact the general achievement of the business (Phadermrod et al., 2019). 
Another theory is PESTLE analysis includes political, economic, socio-cultural, technological, legal, and environmental factors. This allows managers to understand these factors that may impact decisions made in the organisation (Perera, 2017). The third theory is Marketing Mix, which is based on the 7 P's of marketing, i.e. product, price, place, promotion, processes, people, and physical evidence. Marketing mix helps organisations recognise their service or product can provide to the customers, help with planning, creating, and implementing effective marketing approaches, and plan a successful product offering, using their strengths and avoiding unneeded costs (Marušić, 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc79149356]Applying the key marketing and customer relationship management 
theories
[bookmark: _Toc79149357]SWOT Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc79149358]Strengths
Designer's Products: the organisation has popular designers' products, such as North Coast, Autograph, Limited Collection, Collezione, Per Una, Big &Tall, Portfolio, Blue Harbour, and Indigo Collection at its outlets to gain customers' attention. It allows Marks & Spencer to increase its sales (Shaw, 2021).
Market Value: in 2020, the market capitalisation of the organisation was USD 2.3 billion and stood 1944th on the Global 2000 companies list (Forbes, 2020).
Global Brand: Marks & Spencer has over 1,463 outlets in the Middle East, Europe, and Asia, out of which 1,035 outlets are in the U.K. The brand provides services and products in-store and online that has allowed organisations to achieve an international audience (Shaw, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc79149359]Weaknesses
Lower Sale: Marks & Spencer's sales have declined due to the COVID-19, resulting in a supply shortage and a poor supply chain management system. 
Increasing cost: running many operations manually is time-consuming for Marks & Spencer, and it entails many workers to complete it, leading to increased costs.
Perception: the youth views Marks & Spencer as a retail company for the old audience due to the organisation's limited clothing range for young people and teenagers. This brand reputation is not good for the image of the company.
(Shaw, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc79149360]Opportunities
E-commerce: Marks & Spencer has introduced online outlets during COVID-19, but it is not up to the standard of Alibaba, Amazon, or other leading online outlets. The organisation has a strong retail base and can reach the stage of the world's leading e-commerce.
Segmentation: since Marks & Spencer is a multinational brand, it must introduce various products in various markets by considering customers' needs and preferences that have evolved due to the COVID-19. This can help the organisation to improve profitability, lower the cost, and increase sales. Thus, Marks & Spencer must follow the principle of market segmentation. 
Expansion: The organisation aims to launch 100 new outlets by the end of 2022. It has opened retail outlets in Indonesia, India, Poland, Russia, and Brazil as the large consumer market in those countries. Thus, Marks & Spencer can further reach markets like Bangladesh and Pakistan and exploit optimum opportunities.
(Shaw, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc79149361]Threats
Competitors: Next, Gap, John Lewis, Sports Direct, Debenhams, and Amazon are the main competitors of Marks & Spencer, making its presence challenging, particularly during the COVID-19. It closed outlets in China, the U.K., and France. Nonetheless, if the organisation continues in the same way without changing its plans and policies, it may fail.
Controversies: whether it is participating in an anti-Israel protest, launching a checkout and self-payment system, or introducing a uniform hijab in the U.K., these standards have created a wrong image in the Western consumer market and offended many consumers. So Marks & Spencer must consider the market trends before launching such systems in the market. 
 (Shaw, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc79149362]PESTLE Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc79149363]Political factors
Stable government: many factors demonstrate a stable government, such as the effectiveness of the government policies, low or controlled corruption, and the rule of law. Since the U.K. government performs well in these areas, it is a successful and stable government. As a result, according to the World Bank's ranking, the U.K. ranks top in the context of political stability (Shaw, 2020). 


Brexit: the Brexit movement led to an uncertain environment, and the U.K. left the European Union. The Brexit has also affected the business of Marks & Spencer, as the organisation claimed that the trade deal struck on Christmas Eve can mean no tariffs for products imported in the U.K. outlets. However, it warned about highly complicated administrative procedures for the outlets abroad. The business can be vulnerable in France, the Czech Republic, and Ireland, which means that Marks & Spencer is exposed to much more paperwork at borders and higher costs due to the new free trade contract between the European Union and the U.K. (Armitage, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc79149364]Economic Factors
U.K.'s G.D.P. Trends: the post-lockdown economic recovery decreased in May regardless of social distancing guidelines. In 2021, the G.D.P. increased by a monthly 0.8 per cent quickly than its typical pre-pandemic speed, but a decline from April's 2 per cent increase. It was much weaker than the media prediction of 1.5 per cent in a Reuter's poll of economists (Reuters, 2021). In May, the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (O.E.C.D.) claimed that the U.K. economy's retrieval from the COVID-19 would be stronger. It also claimed that the country was likely to develop 7.2 per cent in 2021, up from which March estimate 5.1 per cent, making it the quickest amid the cosmic wealthy countries. The O.E.C.D. also predicted global development in 2021 to 5.8 per cent compared to the 4.2 per cent it forecasted in December 2020 (B.B.C., 2021).
Diverse Economy: diversity is the reason that the U.K. is successful today. The diverse market offers equal opportunities for all businesses to flourish and grow. As long as the country adds value to the customers, the market demand will be high, which is great for retail brands like Marks & Spencer. 
Foreign Direct Investment: the U.K. is well-positioned for future FDI opportunities due to digitalisation, and twenty per cent of investors aiming to re-shore activities in the country (Kay, 2021). More countries will invest in the U.K. due to investors recognising the country as the most appealing area for investing in the future. The investors also see that the U.K. has the best pandemic recovery plan due to the vaccine roll-out, developing opportunities for growth. London has also obtained the title of the most attractive city from Scotland and Paris, as it offers foreigners a space to grow and live (Kay, 2021). Thus, this gives an opportunity to Marks & Spencer to invest in their existing and future online and physical outlets in the U.K.
Taxes: due to the COVID-19, the U.K. government surged the Business Rates Retail Discount in England to 100 per cent for a year effective April 2020. It also widened the scope of relief covering leisure, hospitality, and retail businesses (Gov.UK, 2021a). This benefits businesses like Marks & Spencer that do not have to pay tax for a year, possibly failing. The government has also created a payment plan for people who cannot pay taxes due to the pandemic (Gov.UK, 2021b). 
Unemployment: the COVID-19 has caused many businesses to decrease their number of employees. In the U.K., the unemployment rate was 4.8 per cent from January to March in 2021, affecting young people to lose jobs the most (B.B.C., 2021b). For example, Mark & Spencer cut more than 7,000 jobs in three months. 
[bookmark: _Toc79149365]Social Factors
Population: the U.K.'s population in mid-2020 was 67.1 million, which was a 0.4 per cent (284,000) increase from mid-19. All nations of the U.K. experienced an increase in mid-2020. However, there was a variation amid the percentages of population change. Northern Ireland and Scotland increased 0.05 per cent and 0.1 per cent respectively, while Wales and England increased 0.53 per cent and 0.47 per cent respectively. 
However, considering the 2020 population, the total COVID-19 case percentage per 100,000 population reduced from 7,906.2 to 7,872.7 (Gov.UK, 2021c). The mortality rate is also decreased from 192.5 to 191.7, which shows a downward trend (0.8 per 100,000 population). The health care sector has acquired huge profits due to the pandemic and the country being the world's leading consumer market. 
Income level: a reasonable inflation rate and a decline in unemployment percentage place the people of the U.K. in high-income earners. Thus, per capita of the country is higher, which is amid the top 20 countries worldwide. 
[bookmark: _Toc79149366]Technological Factors
Online Shopping: The COVID-19 has paved a new period for tech, from pings and Zoom to online shopping and e-scooters. Microsoft's Brad Smith claimed that two years of digital transformation took place in two months. (BBC, 2021c). This has worked great for retail stores like Marks & Spencer, as the organisation is increasing the use of the "scan, pay and go" service that works through a software application in all 573 grocery outlets in the U.K. The advantage of this plan is that it prevents consumers from gathering in the same area at busy times. This also benefits the organisation by saving the business money by reducing the need for checkouts and staff (B.B.C., 2021d).
[bookmark: _Toc79149367]Legal Factors
	The U.K. has serious measures to reduce the COVID-19 cases. The government requires all retailers to align with the legislative conditions to open their physical stores in terms of retail stores. These conditions include following the labour law, i.e. the Employment Act 1996 and taxation laws. 


The legal factors have become complex for Marks & Spencer, as it operates in other countries or provides products and services online, which means that the organisation must abide by their legislation, such as copyright and data laws. The organisations must also follow the Equality Act 2010 that protects individuals from discrimination against colour, gender, race, and other differences (Shaw, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc79149368]Environmental Factors
	More than 1,100 researchers have highlighted issues about areas impacted due to the pandemic in the short and longer-term future.  For example, greenhouse gas emissions have declined due to the COVID-19 in the U.K. However, there is a chance to reduce this through making policies, but it may override environmental issues. Further, access to green space is significant in supporting individuals' wellbeing during the crisis, but it has been observed that green space in the urban areas of the U.K. is limited (U.K. Parliament, 2020). However, small particle pollution and nitrogen oxide levels declined during the lockdown in the U.K., leading to serious respiratory issues and deteriorating current illnesses like asthma. Thus, the overall reduction in pollution has been beneficial for public health (U.K. Research and Innovation, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc79149369]Marketing Mix
[bookmark: _Toc79149370]Product
	Marks & Spencer's products are Inspire Me (Style & Living), Gifts & Hampers, Flowers, Food, Furniture, Home, Kids, Men, Women, Beauty, and Lingerie. In addition, it has a Christmas category that includes products like decorations and gifts during festivals. These products are categorised into sub-classified, such as nightwear, accessories, and footwear in women and men. 
Similarly, bathroom, bedding, lighting, dining, cooking are some of the sub-classes in the Home category. Marks & Spencer is well-positioned for the standard of its products. Many customers love the brand due to its high-quality Food and everyday wear (Leite, 2020). The COVID-19 has led to many changes in the buying habits of the customers, as they have shifted to buying more casual clothing like T-shirt bras, bathroom items, whole vegetables, and herbs that have increased its online sales. It has been observed that customers barely purchase any ties and suits. Marks & Spencer has also found that customers visit the shops less and plan their next meal. Customers have now shifted towards purchasing product packs like chicken or strawberries. The sales of frozen products have increased by 75 per cent in a year in the U.K. (B.B.C., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc79149371]Price
	Marks & Spencer's products are priced between medium to high class due to their premium quality. During the COVID-19, the organisation enhanced value perception and made Food more price competitive without compromising quality. In 2020, it reduced the prices on more than 500 lines, with an emphasis on staple items like Super Soft Vitamin D White Loaf from £1.15 to 65 per cent. Marks & Spencer also launched Fresh Market Specials to demonstrate their high value in all fresh items like fish and meat, increasing sales of featured items. The organisation sells most price competitive food, leading to 
Enhanced price perceptions (Marks & Spencer Strategic Report, 2020). However, throughout the COVID-19, it has been using a dynamic pricing strategy in which it provides products on sales to retain customers and gain the attention of consumers. For example, the organisation introduced a 'rainbow sale' and giving 10 per cent of earnings to N.H.S. charities, excluding V.A.T. The sale aims customers with discounts of around 50 per cent across the outlet. The womenswear offers consist of and half-price jumpsuits at £29 and dresses discounted from £40 to £15 (The Guardian, 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc79149372]Place
Marks & Spencer is a multinational brand with a presence in 62 countries from 1,519 outlets and 44 websites around the globe. Its major business is in the U.K., with 850 clothing and grocery outlets (Marks & Spencer, 2021). However, since the COVID-19 has led to an increasing number of outlets closing due to lockdown, consumers have shifted towards online shopping. As a result, the online website in the U.K. performed strongly with increasing sales of 26 per cent. Further, the organisation's digital attempts improved in 2020 when it partnered with Ocado and went live, making the whole Marks & Spencer Food range available online for the first time that skyrocketed the online grocery sales. Marks & Spencer also launched 46 new websites overseas (Silberstein, 2021) and plans to close 100 outlets by 2022 due to its expansion of the current outlet closure scheme (The Guardian, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc79149373]Promotion
	Since the U.K. was under lockdown for many months leading to reduced sales, it was important for Marks & Spencer to introduce a plan to attract consumers and increase profit. Due to digitalisation and the incentive to promote their products on social media platforms. Thus, the organisation introduced a brand-building programme, 'Never the Same Again', which focused on the impact of COVID-19 on consumers' behaviours. The programme allowed customers to use their Sparks loyalty accounts and acquire free next day click and collect services to purchase new products (Valentine, 2021). This was a promotional approach to turbocharge the online business under the programme leading to increased sales. As a result, Marks & Spencer succeeded as the brand reached 10 million customers, with access to more information driving personalised relationships and commercial decisions. 
As a result, the organisation reduced marketing spend and promotional activity declined. However, the share of spend on digital marketing and social media rose by 35 per cent in 2020 (Marks & Spencer Strategic Report, 2021). 
[bookmark: _Toc79149374]Processes
	The COVID-19 has led to a major change in Marks & Spencer's processes. For example, the food suppliers deliver customers following quality control processes to assist them in making important adjustments. From installing screens to maintain distance and taking increased hygiene measures, the brand took steps to support their suppliers. This process allowed Marks & Spencer to maintain social distancing and manage absence by facilitating production lines and emphasising its important products where necessary (Marks & Spencer, 2021b). This allows suppliers to meet the standard of quality, environment, and safety. Furthermore, the organisation has been a member of the Sustainable Clothing Action Plan (SCAP) to decrease the utilisation of resources. Self-assessment and confirmation in an action plan meeting are part of 'How we do Business' and continuous improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc79149375]People
	The people at Marks & Spencer include the employees working in-stores and for the online websites.
[bookmark: _Toc79149376]Physical evidence
	Online websites and physical stores are prominent physical pieces of evidence of Marks & Spencer.
[bookmark: _Toc79149377]

Customer Relationship Management
	Customer relationship management is considered a process of managing various areas of engagement that an organisation has with its customers, including service, sales, and prospecting (Kumar and Reinartz, 2018). The implementation of customer relationship management offers an understanding of and enhances customer relationships by merging all perceptions into a big picture. It is a combined method to retaining, acquiring, and recognising customers by allowing organisations to coordinate and manage customer interactions in all locations, lines of businesses, departments, and channels. Through customer relationship management, organisations optimise the value of each customer engagement and leading to high business performance. Strategic customer relationship management focuses on developing a customer-focused business culture, which has been a dominating concern during the COVID-19. The main challenge of businesses is to understand the needs and preferences of customers that have shifted overnight as a result of the pandemic (Gil-Gomez et al., 2020).
Various business to business customers have experienced their future thrown into doubt, their markets closing down, and their cash flow decreased. Even the businesses that continued to work have shifted how they run to protect their employees' health. Consequently, they have shown a need for suppliers, and reactions may evolve with time (Anshari et al., 2019). This lack of control and sense of unpredictability is not new from the perspective of customer experience. Ipsos report on behavioural science and research and development has recognised six Forces that contain strong customer relationships, including Enjoyment, Belonging, Status, Fair treatment, Certainty, and Control (Ipsos, 2020). 


All these Forces are challenges in an important way due to the COVID-19. Further, the aspect of communications due to the response has been as significant as the practical support. It is observed that sales teams in organisations are being refocused on customer communication by recognising technical issues, empathising, providing reassurance, and helping them identify creative ways of handling issues. The financial pain shared by suppliers, particularly the ones larger than their customers, have also achieved a sense of Fair Treatment. Some reactions have fortified a feeling of Belonging. As such, both customers and suppliers are part of the same organisation and have a similar interest in surviving the crisis (Ipsos, 2020). 
Thus, this shows that communication has become more difficult as businesses have moved in and out of the lockdown phase. Marks & Spencer has provided initial emergency support to its customers, which is temporary and not commercially practicable in the long run. Withdrawing it without negatively affecting customer relationships and defeating the connections developed during COVID-19 was never easy. Marks & Spencer provides training to employees on how to maintain empathy while communicating challenging messages to customers (Gilani and Cunningham, 2017). This culture at the organisation is reflected in the myths and stories created within the organisation, the design of formal systems of the organisation, and leadership behaviours. 
A customer-focused culture is expected to have resources to be allotted where they can best apply, share, and collect customer information, reward systems to encourage employee behaviours that improve customer retention and satisfaction and improve customer value (Mäntyneva, 2020). The heroes of customer-focused businesses provide exceptional service and value to the customers. Therefore, Marks & Spencer uses the six Forces of customer experience for appropriate customer relationship management.  
In terms of fair treatment, the organisation conducted a customer satisfaction survey to understand how the staff deals with customers. As a result, Mark & Spencer offered monthly prize draw vouchers for customers who responded to the survey. This survey was important, as the brand must be seen as profiting fairly from the current crisis. However, it can upgrade customers' packages at no additional cost to better engage with them during the lockdown. 
Certainty at Marks & Spencer has made the customers feel that things are working, transparent, and clear. Customers want to be clear about the outcomes and understand the next step. However, the COVID-19 has brought much uncertainty to the brand. Thus, Marks & Spencer provides estimate availabilities for products out of stock, which can help customers certain. It also introduced a new appointment shopping service that allows customers to visit the website, select a time slot, and reach their local store. The customers can buy the items they want and skip the queue at checkout (Reilly, 2020)
Control refers to helping customers feel that they are in the driving seat (Ipsos, 2020). It allows organisations to offer customers the ability to access the various options and services and meaningful choices available. Since Marks & Spencer Food category has been experiencing a fluctuation in product and service availability, it was important to return consumers their sense of control. Thus, the brand provided step-by-step instructions on delivery processes to customers to promote a sense of control. 
Marks & Spencer maintains a status by making customers worthy of special treatment, respected, and valued, which allows it to strengthen its relationship with them. However, very loyal customers expect preferential treatment, which means that the organisation needed to work on ways to recognise loyalty and show flexibility. Therefore, this has been challenging for Marks & Spencer, and it can give a thirty per cent discount to their loyal customers and free delivery to customers who purchase items up to £35.
In Belonging, Marks & Spencer must make its customers feel that the brand shares its values and cares about the greater products. Thus, the organisation has been struggling to create effective relationships with customers during COVID-19. Marks & Spencer uses Twilio's technology to be more responsive to customers (Twilio, 2021) and deliver a seamless customer experience meeting their demands efficiently; integrating activities and efforts across important groups within the supply chain is important. For instance, the brand can respond to customer requests by changing its retail stores into distribution centres, making sure that priority products are available and online orders are delivered on time (K.P.M.G., 2020).
Enjoyment has various types, given the nature of the organisation, but it is importantly about mitigating hassle and achieving objectives. Thus, Marks & Spencer can allow customers to feel a sense of pleasure and pay attention to themselves throughout their experience, for example, the brand launched a line of 'Must-Haves' using digital channels that excites customers to buy affordable and stylish choices of seasonal, high-quality wardrobe essentials (Marks & Spencer, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc79149378]Systems supporting Marks & Spencer's quality processes
The quality systems and processes are related to customer services that effectively align with customer demands and maintain good relationships in times like COVID-19. Thus, as a part of digital transformation, the information technology department is considered an agile solution for the organisation. It chose Twilio and created a prototype to automate the current switchboard using Twilio Speech Recognition and Twilio Programmable Voice APIs (Twilio, 2021). The organisation experimented with the technology on the two busiest days of Marks & Spencer, including Mother's Day and Valentine's Day, in which it held over 20,000 customer calls. Twilio's flexible cloud communications forum allowed the organisation to implement like an enterprise while testing like a new venture. 
This quality system allows Marks & Spencer to be more alert to the needs and preferences of customers and allows unique clarity into the business. The system uses artificial intelligence to present relevant self-serve choices to the customer or route calls to the correct department and transforms speech to text, incorporating speech recognition and programmable voice features (Twilio, 2021). Furthermore, the speech-to-text feature renders customer complaints and queries into implementable intent with over 90 per cent accuracy, allowing Marks & Spencer to automatically route customers without requiring a 'request for contact'. This also allows the organisation to cut 10 seconds off the average time to hold a call because agents do not have to record a reason for contact (Twilio, 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc79149379]
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