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[bookmark: _Toc237388991]Executive Summary
Marks & Spencer food functions as a quality oriented retail business. But the economics of access is not one of its strongest suits. This food company has created a distinguishable image through its own brand quality, innovation, sourcing standards, and trust. It is handling business in a UK grocery market where discounts have an extra edge and sensitivity towards value is very high. Accessible differentiation is the best way forward. The company needs to maintain the quality halo, scale the operation process that can generate reliable availability of products and develop ways for everyday value to be more visible and repeatable. This will be more favorable compared to pure cost leadership as imitating price would negatively impact the resources that distinguishes M&S food from other competitors. A stage- gated delivery should focus on three points: protect the proposition, prepare, and everyday value system and scale out stores as well as supply chain capability. Sales growth should be proportionate to customer preference, margin quality, lower waste, and organizational learning
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[bookmark: _Toc237388992]Introduction
This report evaluates the strategic position of Marks & Spencer's UK Food division and recommends how it can broaden everyday relevance without weakening the quality, innovation and trust that distinguish the brand. Accessible differentiation is treated as the central strategic question. PESTEL, VRIO and SWOT connect external opportunities and threats with internal strengths and weaknesses. CSR and the Balanced Scorecard test whether growth is responsible, measurable and aligned with strategic purpose. Generic strategy, Five Forces, Ansoff and SAFe then evaluate the available choices and implementation conditions. The evidence is secondary.


[bookmark: _Toc237388993]1. Organisational Context and Overview
M&S is a renowned name in the old and established UK retail business. It's current strategic identity revolves only around product. The company offers exceptional quality when it comes to food, better value for money and the Ocado partnership (Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026c; Marks & Spencer Group plc, n.d.). Along with good location and price, the division is surviving the competition through their design and credibility.
Since its birth in the nineteenth century, the M&S brand has been able to accumulate trust of its customers and an association with quality. While this inheritance can retain a premium and niche customer base,M&S lack a proper mission and vision statement for their business model. The company’s objective is to safeguard its unique products, develop supply chains and implement technology Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026b; Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026c). The inherent intention is to acquire more orders through their quality, innovation, and brand value.
The model works through the combination of their unique product range, a growing estate and customer relationship. The model allows the division to utilize group assets rather than expecting automatically transferable benefits. The company’s large chain of stores provide proper visibility. The Ocado relationship expands their market reach. Innovation in the product line can attract new customers and sourcing standards will maintain the trust. A unique product will only be successful if it can satisfy customers with its price as well as quality assurance.
[bookmark: _Toc237388994]1.1 Mission, vision and business model
Table 1: Strategic identity and business model of M&S Food
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[bookmark: _Toc237388995]1.2 Performance and market position
M&S Food’s current performance trajectory shows momentum as well as a need for strategic discipline. M&S currently holds a 4.1% market share and has demonstrated an impressive sales growth of 7.0%. Additionally,This company has managed to achieve a staggering £444.5 million profit in its latest records (Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026b).This stats show a positive direction, however, also points out to several negative constraints, such as markdown,waste and increasing serve cost.The primary question therefore does not center around  whether M&S should ignore differentiation but in what possible ways can the company expand its customer frequency without turning premium products into a high-cost, low-repeat scheme.
The latest result is strategically mixed rather than simply positive. Food adjusted operating profit fell from £491.8 million to £444.5 million and margin declined from 5.4% to 4.6%, even while sales and customer numbers increased. Management associated the reduction with higher markdown and waste in the first half. Long-term growth should therefore be judged through margin quality, availability, waste and repeat purchasing, not sales alone (Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026b; Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026c).
The UK retail market indicates frequent but smaller shopping trips, increasing cost-of-living, and a 19% market share swept away by Aldi and Lidl (Ward, 2026). Competition and Markets Authority(CMA) warns that expecting  profitability alone might stem from either weak competition or consumer harm (Competition and Markets Authority, 2024). A proper competition set will include discounters, premium segment of supermarket, specialist, food retailers, and well known groceries.M&S Food has been targeting a premium leaning position within the above mentioned categories. However, accessibility is a strategic stronghold in order to satisfy growth requirements. Hence, the strategic approach should be accessible differentiation. The company needs to make quality easier to purchase while safeguarding the distinguishable features of the products which is crucial to their business model.
[image: Figure 1: Marks & Spencer Food store environment (downloaded from Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2025).]
Figure 1: Marks & Spencer Food store environment (downloaded from Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2025).


[bookmark: _Toc237388996]2. External and Internal Analysis
The fit between market adversities and organizational capabilities shape the nature of accessible differentiation. For this reason, a combination of external and internal analysis is pertinent.PESTEL dissects the factors which make trust, sustainability, value, and availability substantial.VRIO conducts tests on how much M&S Food can utilize valuable, relatively scarce, difficult to limited resources. SWOT analysis is applied as a synthesis instead of a second list of observations.
[bookmark: _Toc237388997]2.1 PESTEL: the external pressures that matter
Legal and political constraints can have an impact on the cost and legitimacy of the offer. According to the UK Government Food Strategy for England, equal priorities are given to affordability, health and sustainability under the umbrella of a food-system agenda Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, 2025). A quality assurance cannot cover for poor product, safety, labeling, and treatment of suppliers. The latest statutory report of the Groceries Code emphasizes on supplier relationships, and implementation of code compliance across the whole sector (Department for Business and Trade, 2026a). As extended producers bear the waste-disposal fees connected to packaging weight and environmental impact, operating hurdles can arise (Department for Environment, Food and Rural Affairs, 2026). Therefore, accessible differentiation must also focus on packaging redesign as well as supplier collaboration.
A different cost pressure generates from labor regulation. The national living wage for workers aged over 21 has been increased to £12.71 per hour from April 2026 onwards(Department for Business and Trade, 2026b). M&S’s wage structure is still confidential, but the regulations obviously increase the cost of business. This extra cost will have a compounding effect if the division seeks broadening their availability. These political and legal impediments demand productivity, staff training and process redesign instead of service quality deduction. Poor investment in colleagues might affect availability and shatter the trust it has already established.
The premium perception problem needs immediate attention if there are bad, economic conditions. In June 2026, an inflation of 1.7% on food and non-alcoholic beverages was encountered according to the ONS data report. The report suggests that the inflation has somewhat eased without disrupting the price level already embedded in household budgets (Office for National Statistics, 2026a). Retail sales have increased 0.6% in the second quarter of 2026. A staggering 11.7% growth has been recorded in online spending year on year and occupied 29.4% of retail spending in June  (Office for National Statistics, 2026b). These national figures support the argument of investing in availability and channel integration.
Food manufacturing conditions play a significant room in the growth narrative. According to the Food and Drink Federation report, manufacturer confidence dropped to -64% in the first quarter of 2026. Almost 82% of the respondents demanded to raise prices due to energy and supply chain costs. The report also suggests that some of the farms either post or canceled investment due to this reason(Food and Drink Federation, 2026a). The previous quarterly report demonstrates low demand, concerns over payroll and a sharp 4.4% increase in production costs(Food and Drink Federation, 2026b). This data is not the result of an M&S diagnosis. This data reinforces the fact that accessible differentiation cannot depend upon price cuts. A more well suited response is to focus on a better value system, low waste, and higher sales productivity.
Trust, health, convenience, and affordability together form social expectations. The food Standards Agency found 20% of respondents to be food, insecure, even though high confidence in food safety and label authenticity was also found(Food Standards Agency, 2026).M&S Food can offer trust and utmost quality to its customers, however, a premium segment, which is out of the reach of average households might not be included in the everyday frequency. The government food strategy emphasizes responsibility by connecting food businesses to health, resilient supply and sustainability.M&S apply accessibility through participating in more events, not by making every product as cheap as possible.
Recent company-reported evidence gives this social pressure a clearer customer focus. During 2025, value for money was the most important grocery-choice factor for families; by the third quarter of 2025/26, sales across M&S value lines were 20% higher (Marks & Spencer, 2026). In the previous year, Bigger Pack, Better Value recorded 34% sales growth and 30% volume growth (Marks & Spencer, 2025). These figures support demand for quality at the right price and size, but they do not establish an equivalent profit effect. If a pack reduced unit contribution by an illustrative 30%, volume would need to rise approximately 42.9% merely to preserve contribution. This is a sensitivity scenario, not an observed M&S profit change; pack options should therefore be tested through frequency, waste, availability and contribution together.
Technology can play a significant role in the overall system.ONS’s online data along with BRC’s current retail monitor proves the effect of online sales and channel execution. Although the BRC public records are limited to headline signal (Office for National Statistics, 2026b; British Retail Consortium, 2026).The partnership between M&S and Ocado provide the company a basis for exploiting data in order to forecast demand, develop range and share value.Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026c; Marks & Spencer Group plc, n.d.). However, technology is not an autonomous capability.Through repeatable sensing, seizing and reconfiguring processes, most output can be derived(Teece, Pisano and Shuen, 1997; Teece, 2007).
Environmental issues can create operational and reputational impact.Vulnerability towards energy, input cost, climate and tightly coupled supply chain has been identified by UK Food Security report  (Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, 2024).Food waste study sheds light on retailers influence forecasting, range, markdowns, supplier coordination and customer practices (Pimentel, Misopoulos and Davies, 2022). There are opposing evidence as well.Waste reduction is possible through resilience and collaboration, whereas redundancy and poor financial-health can raise it  (Costa et al., 2022).A systematic analysis points out that resilience and reduction are often studied individually(Seyama et al., 2024).WRAP records a significant rise in household food waste(WRAP, 2025).M&S should categorize waste management as a performance and accountability issue.


Table 2: PESTEL opportunities, threats and long-term responses for M&S Food


The PESTEL findings are discriminatory. It does not emphasise every macro trend, but focuses on incorporation between  affordability, inflation supply resilience, digital convenience, and environmental accountability. The strategy is to protect differentiated values while developing the whole model. As economic and operational issues determine the sustainability of value investment, they receive top priority. Social and environmental pressures cannot be separated as trust is vulnerable to affordability, sourcing or waste failures. Political and technological factors fall under the category of enablers. As a result, the table sequence protects economics and availability through consistent actions that can maintain customer trust and maintain responsible supply.
[image: Figure 2: Selected indicators shaping M&S Food's accessibility and growth challenge. Sources: Office for National Statistics (2026a; 2026b) and Marks & Spencer Group plc (2026b). Measures have different reference bases and are not directly comparable.]
Figure 2: Selected indicators shaping M&S Food's accessibility and growth challenge. Sources: Office for National Statistics (2026a; 2026b) and Marks & Spencer Group plc (2026b). Measures have different reference bases and are not directly comparable.
[bookmark: _Toc237388998]2.2 VRIO: whether M&S Food's resources can support advantage
The resource based analysis divides advantageous rare, difficult to copy and valuable resources  (Barney, 1991). However, there are two qualification requirements that can materialize its benefits. Peteraf(1993) promulgates that sustainability of the benefit depends upon limited competition, imperfect resource mobility, and protection of heterogeneity. Priem and Butler(2001) warns against RBV being static and tautological, if one mistakes better performance of the farm with value of the resources.M&S Food should consider their resources as hypotheses which must be backed by market requirement and execution evidence.


Table 3: VRIO assessment of M&S Food


Product, brand and sousing assets, our valuable assets of M&S Food as they firmly establish the credibility of quality. However, these features are not unique and can be imitated by any competitor. Any food chain can easily copy a particular premium recipe, price promotion and packaging system. On the other hand, a combination model of product development, store locations, customer data, and supplier knowledge is difficult to figure out. This is where dynamic-capabilities theory reinforces VRIO. Eisenhardt and Martin (2000) explain capabilities as distinctive processes, such as product development and decision-making, while Teece (2007) defends the idea of  sensing, seizing and reconfiguring. The central question remains whether M&S Food can go ahead of its competitors in terms of learning and extract every day value out of it.
The findings  put limitations on any claim of sustainable advantage. According to Sanchez(2008), it is extremely difficult to distinguish resource value from the results it produces. Although,M&S shows a positive trajectory on growth, it does not infer that customers will be willing to pay a premium price on a broader level. Retention of the growth margin is also doubtable. Accessible differentiation can only add value if the institution prioritizes on protecting the quality while decreasing avoidable cost.
Organization is a crucial column in the VRIO table. Investment in stores, supply, personalization, and digital systems is supported by public data but does not confirm operating in a single learning system at category and store level(Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026b; Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026c). The resource claim depends upon several conditions, such as innovation and brand which produces preference, sustainable advantage, which demands forecasting, faster feedback and proper supplier decisions. The test is conducted with regard to frequency, waste, availability, and implementation of learning. Growth without important capabilities stems from divergence.


[bookmark: _Toc237388999]2.3 SWOT synthesis
Table 4: SWOT synthesis for M&S Food


Cost leadership is not endorsed by SWOT. The core strengths of M&S Food are linked to quality, unique product range, and preference and does not include low operation cost. The weakness segment of this analysis demonstrates that only premium-growth is not sufficient. Current management goal of increasing food, sales and expansion of stores invite opportunities. On the other hand, it has a similar effect on the exposure to waste, capital discipline, and availability (Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026a). A strategic trade-off is a must. Growth can have a proportionate effect on resource availability and customer reach but unmonitored growth can result in inconsistent outcomes from differentiation. Accessible differentiation is the synthesis which converts every day value into a capability while giving utmost attention to trust and product distinctiveness.
Utilization of strength and reduction of weakness results in the best strategic fit. Most every day occasions, prioritize credibility, but also demands a transparent value and availability. Store expansion can bring more reach, but needs to be aware of waste control management and replenishment. Depending only on the price card can dilute trust.SWOT provides with a choice and rejection system rather than just a summary report.
[bookmark: _Toc237389000]2.3.1 SWOT-derived strategic action plan
The action plan converts external opportunities and threats into responses that use or repair internal conditions. It prevents SWOT from remaining a descriptive list: each action has an owner and a decision measure, while expansion is conditional on evidence that value, quality, availability, waste and financial return can improve together.


Table 5: SWOT-derived action plan



[bookmark: _Toc237389001]3. Comprehensive and Holistic View of the Organisation
[bookmark: _Toc237389002]3.1 CSR and strategic alignment
CSR has a great strategic value for M&S Food as the theory analyzes how products are sourced, packaged, sold and disposed of. Carroll's(1991) pyramid provides separate attention to economic, legal, philanthropic, and ethical duties. As a result, CSR is pertinent for commercial performance rather than a mere donation program.M&S Food provides the division with a suitable platform to incorporate quality, sustainability with customer value. The UK food strategy works with public expectation around health, affordability, and resilience(Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026c; Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, 2025).According to, Hart’s(1995) natural-resource-based view, product stewardship, prevention of pollution and sustainable development can emerge as strategic strengths if they are embedded into the system.
This connects CSR directly to the mission-equivalent promise of exceptional products at trusted value. Responsible sourcing, lower waste and appropriate packaging protect product quality and trust, while affordability and supplier fairness determine whether the promise can be sustained as the Food business grows.
The theory is dependable but not proven. Porter and Kramer(2011) explain that social issues can contribute to share the value only if they develop the firm's ability to generate value and improve the competitive context. According to stakeholder theory, customers, suppliers, communities, and investors have three kinds of claims on the corporation, such as descriptive, instrumental and normative(Donaldson and Preston, 1995).M&S can reduce waste by a better calculation for forecasting. They can redesign packaging methods which reduces EPR exposure. Additionally by collaborating with suppliers, they can safeguard their quality and resilience. Rao,Bernaz and de Boer (2024) challenges, the CSR proposition by pointing out that demand forecasting, cosmetic standards can increase food waste.Aguinis and Glavas (2012) argue that CSR outcomes depend on implementation and context instead of on activity labels.M&S Food must study the connection between taking an initiative, operation change, a stakeholder outcome and financial outcomes. A sustainability claim without proper focus on availability. waste, supplier treatment will not produce any significant outcome
This principal should be monitored by the board. A cross functional committee must be formed, which will review not only returns but also value, waste, supplier, treatment, and packaging. Targets should include a baseline, owner and review date. Every output should be analyzed separately.For example, The outcomes on redesigned packaging should be separated from the results of lower material intensity. Independent assurance of material indicators will counter the risk of CSR communication out running operational evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc237389003]3.2 Balanced Scorecard
Kaplan and Norton (1992) focuses on a connection of four factors, namely, finance, customer, internal business process, and learning and growth. This perspective aligns with M&S Food because it dissolves the idea of sales growth becoming the only success factor. Nevertheless, this link of factors should be considered as a hypothesis. Nørreklit (2000) warns a balance scorecard relationships are not casual, and conflict or delay may not be visible if one maintains a proper chain from learning to finance. As a result, the table below incorporates profit, which is a lagging indicator with top indicators, such as supplier performance, colleague, capability, and availability.
The scorecard operationalises the mission across four perspectives: finance funds trusted value, customer measures test the promise, processes protect quality and availability, and learning builds repeatable capability. 


Table 6: Mission-linked Balanced Scorecard for accessible differentiation


The financial outlook should be in line with the system of accessible differentiation. Although M&S has demonstrated impressive sales growth, and a well established market share, the presence of markdown and waste issues can have a negative impact on the quality of growth(Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026b). A realistic target with stable or improving profit margin is more valuable than a hypothetical numeric forecast. The same logic can be applied to store expansion calculation of return on capital, ramp-up time and service performance should be considered before moving forward with the next investment portfolio.
Customer perspective can provide an inner look into behavior. Food Standards Agency proves the coexistence of trust and food insecurity (Food Standards Agency, 2026). It is therefore mandatory to understand both trust and perceived value instead of expecting that premium reputation justifies higher price across all categories. Frequency and everyday occasion are the top constraints, which can determine the effect of accessible differentiation. Satisfaction, profit on the other hand, are secondary indicators. Repeat behavior can be derived from loyalty values.
The operational implementation of the suggestion comes from an internal process perspective. Literature on food-waste proves the link between range, markdowns, forecasting, and supplier coordination(Pimentel, Misopoulos and Davies, 2022). Research on resilience suggests that excessive resource availability might create issues as it increases waste or compromises financial health(Costa et al., 2022).M&S should keep track of availability and waste. A store that does not have stockout issues because of excessive inventory does not mean that it is generating more profit. Packaging EPR is also significant as material choice and weight can have an impact on future fees(Department for Environment, Food & Rural Affairs, 2026).
Learning and growth are important part of this strategy.According to the proposition by Teece, Pisano and Shuen (1997) and Teece (2007),M&S needs to build a system to sense demand shifts, seizing products along with reconfiguring operations.Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) provide empirical data that support combination between sustainability governance, non-financial measurements, stakeholder involvement  and long term performance.However, it will be wise to be careful about the sample as it is US based and observation. The scorecard does not prove that every initiative will bring profit rather it can be used as a management overview with distinctive review points. A balanced set of measures highlights the trade-offs. In order for accessible differentiation to work out, value, quality, waste and returns must develop simultaneously


[bookmark: _Toc237389004]4. Strategic Choices and Implementation
[bookmark: _Toc237389005]4.1 Strategic choice
Porter’s (1980; 1985) generic strategy logic raises question about an organization’s ability to compete through cost leadership, differentiation and prioritizes trade-offs instead of applying everything.Hill (1988) argues that differentiation and cost efficiency can coexist under proper environment if the organization is clear about its core strength.The suggestion does not promote becoming a discounter or abandon the premium position. The recommendation leads to accessible differentiation; maintain quality, innovation and distinct features while also decreasing cost and friction on purchasing the offer.
[bookmark: _Toc237389006]4.1.1 Alignment between evidence, models and strategic choice
Table 7: Model-to-theory-to-choice crosswalk




Table 8: Strategic-choice comparison


Cost leadership perspective will misunderstand the resources classified in VRIO analysis. The value of M&S does not stand from cheap options, rather the offer that comes with product quality, good standards, and innovation, which can satisfy the customer base. A price cut may not be able to create a structurally, lower cost customer base, but can definitely damage quality or create supplier issues. This can damage the company’s image and nullify the effect of differentiation. Broad differentiation alliance with the current approach, but cannot determine the number of households that will use the products for everyday events. In this case accessible differentiation can resolve the issue. It can on one hand work with quality promise and on the other hand remove unnecessary cost through preparing price-pack, essentials, meal and family architectures that makes the method easily repeatable.
The recommendation consists of three strategic points. First of all, there can be no compromise on the quality and sourcing standard of the product as they are the core strength of the company. Second,uncalculated discounts will not be beneficial for the business model. Value must be derived from a clear good-value entry point, appropriate packaging, reliable availability, and a communication system that maintains the availability of premium purchase. Lastly, scaling will only apply when the strategy is well understood and implemented by the stores, supply chain and data. The Food sales and store ambition will be the driver for this strategy. However, It does not make sure that every expansion will bring profit (Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026b; Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026a).
[bookmark: _Toc237389007]4.2 Validation and development path
As competition and buying power are high in the UK, we can deduce five factors that support the recommendation. The switching cost for customers in the UK grocery market is very low if they want to move between discounters, mainstream retails, premium segment, and digital shops. The House of Commons library provides data on structural discount and small, smaller shopping trips (Ward, 2026). The CMA emphasizes careful interpretation of profitability and competition. However, the pressure lies upon M&S to generate value (Competition and Markets Authority, 2024). Suppliers power can be illustrated through product and relationship status. Dedicated sourcing standards can help maintain quality and resilience, but FDF cost evidence shows that the whole process will include the cost of energy, transport, packaging, and staff(Food and Drink Federation, 2026a; Food and Drink Federation, 2026b). There are several alternatives available to the customers, such as cooking at home, convenience store, specialist retailers etc. I bought from this empty barriers are significantly high for a renowned national chain but lower for online shops and individual product innovations. The pattern favors a unique offer which will be efficient in terms of cost-to-serve.
Ansoff’s (1957) matrix prioritizes market penetration and selective market development before diversification. Penetration will increase the frequency of the existing customer base by offering everyday essentials, meal occasions, loyalty and better availability. Selective market development will replicate the quality proposition of the company in more locations and missions. Innovation must support food identity, safety, health, generation of value architecture in order for product development to be successful. The stated ambition of M&S is to increase sales numbers and location, which makes sequencing very pertinent (Marks & Spencer Group plc, 2026a). 
[bookmark: _Toc237389008]4.2.1 Product-development challenges and solutions
Within Ansoff's product-development route, innovation supports the vision only when it makes M&S Food more useful for everyday and family shopping without weakening quality. Product development should therefore be treated as a controlled capability-building process with explicit pack, supplier, availability, waste and brand tests.
Table 9: Product-development challenges and solutions linked to the vision


The SAFe test questions suitability, acceptability and feasibility(Johnson, Scholes and Whittington, 2008). The strategy is suitable because it deals with competition, digital growth, affordability waste, and cost issues while maintaining distinctive products. Acceptability is also applicable if customers get value for money, credibility and suppliers are not regarded as residual cost items as well as investors can have confidence on the growth of earnings. Stage gated capital, authentic data, proper supply chain, capacity, waste management and colleague training will ensure feasibility. Out of all, the feasibility constraint is most important because without it accessible differentiation loses its impact.
[bookmark: _Toc237389009]4.3 Implementation and mitigation
Implementation should follow a deliberate direction and maintain controlled emergent learning.Mintzberg and Waters (1985) argue that perceived strategies sit along a continuum between deliberate and emergent forms. First, M&S should categorize the nonnegotiable properties. After that, it can experiment via stores, suppliers, and customer data to derive which value cues and occasions work in a local environment. The company should work with three priorities first.These are:
1. Protect the halo: Ensure quality, innovation, sourcing standards and product credibility. A review on product range can remove redundancy and weak sellers and improve availability as well. Product and supplier choice should be made in terms of trust, margin and waste
2. Build everyday value: Work on developing entry points, proper packaging, meal and family occasions as well as loyalty communication. The goal is to remove the perceived risk from customer’s minds of buying M&S products regularly. Ensure that every item does have to be promoted. Customer value, frequency and margin should be analyzed on the same scale.
3. Scale the system: every investment bed must go through a strict review on the basis of availability, waste, customer feedback, labor, productivity, and return measures. Only after this, the proposal can either be accepted or rejected based on the constraints of a balanced scorecard. 
The prominent risk in this strategy can stem from margin erosion, supply issues, sustainability trade-offs, waste, mismanagement, and uncalculated expansion. In order to mitigate these risk factors certain prevention measures can be taken first of all a rollout must be passed if stock availability or waste reaches a preordained threshold. Redesign packaging system before the volume growth rises. Utilize supplier scorecard which focuses on fairness and resilience. Dynamic capabilities study reinforces repeated sensing and the configuration approach (Eisenhardt and Martin, 2000; Teece, 2007). The effects of accessible differentiation should be analyzed through purchase repeatability and stronger economics. 
The government should not enforce strict rules when it comes to learning. In the first quarter of the month, establish pilots and baselines. The next quarter will be for value testing and operational changes. The following quarter,the division will scale the interventions that pass the SAFe without compromising in quality, availability, waste management and profit margin.

[bookmark: _Toc237389010]4.4 Overall conclusion
Overall, M&S Food should pursue accessible differentiation rather than cost leadership or unrestricted premium expansion. Current sales growth and customer gains demonstrate relevance, but lower operating profit and margin show why growth quality matters. The recommendation combines trusted value, selected product development and disciplined expansion with non-negotiable quality and sourcing standards. PESTEL identifies affordability, regulation, technology and supply resilience as the principal external conditions; VRIO shows that brand trust and innovation create advantage only when supported by forecasting, supplier and learning capabilities. Implementation should begin with controlled pilots and scale only when customer frequency, availability, waste, colleague capability and contribution meet predetermined gates. This approach supports the vision of becoming a credible shopping-list retailer without surrendering the distinctiveness associated with M&S Food.


[bookmark: _Toc237389011]5. Reflective Account Using Gibbs' Cycle
[bookmark: _Toc237389012]Description
Gibbs' (1988) cycle was used to reflect on how the strategic judgement was developed from the direction-setting presentation into an evidence-led report. The process began by fixing the organisational boundary at M&S Food in the UK, then identifying the accessibility-versus-distinctiveness question. Research was organised across three evidence groups: company disclosures for current performance and stated strategy; official and industry sources for the external situation; and strategy scholarship for interpretation and challenge. PESTEL and VRIO were used to prioritise the problem, SWOT to synthesise it, CSR and the Balanced Scorecard to test the organisation holistically, and generic strategies, Five Forces, Ansoff and SAFe to validate implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc237389013]Feelings
My initial response was attracted to the success story. Sales growth, market share and the distinctive reputation of M&S Food made a premium-growth recommendation appear straightforward. That response was useful because it identified the strength of the proposition, but it also created a risk of confirmation bias. I could have treated every new store, product launch or digital partnership as evidence that the existing path was working. The research became more demanding when current cost, waste, food insecurity and packaging evidence showed that growth can create pressure as well as opportunity. I felt more confident in the final recommendation only after it survived evidence that qualified the positive narrative.
[bookmark: _Toc237389014]Evaluation
The strongest part of the process was separating fact, interpretation and recommendation. M&S disclosures were used for Food performance and management intent, rather than as neutral proof of customer behaviour. ONS, government and FSA sources provided current context, but their national scope was kept visible. Academic sources supplied concepts and counterarguments: RBV was balanced with its critics, CSR was tested against accountability, and the Balanced Scorecard was treated as a set of hypotheses rather than a causal machine. Industry reports added current cost signals but were not treated as independent M&S evidence.
The main weakness was reliance on secondary data. I could not directly test customer frequency, perceived value, availability at store level, supplier experience or the margin quality of individual initiatives. The M&S case can therefore support a reasoned strategic direction, not a causal claim that accessible differentiation will produce a particular financial result. The process also showed that more sources do not automatically create better analysis. The useful sources were those that changed the judgement, for example evidence that resilience can increase waste in some conditions or that CSR outcomes depend on mechanisms and context (Costa et al., 2022; Aguinis and Glavas, 2012).
[bookmark: _Toc237389015]Analysis
The most important learning was that frameworks are more useful when they constrain one another. PESTEL alone could have produced a long macro-environment list. VRIO alone could have turned brand and product quality into untested claims of sustained advantage. SWOT alone could have repeated the same points in four boxes. Their integration produced a sharper result: affordability tests access to differentiation; supply-chain and data capabilities determine availability; CSR matters because waste, sourcing and packaging are operational; and the Balanced Scorecard tests growth through customer, process and learning measures as well as finance.
The analysis also changed how I view strategy implementation. The original instinct was to recommend more stores, wider range and stronger loyalty activity. The implementation test made the sequence more cautious. A store or range decision is not strategic progress if it increases waste, creates stock-outs or reduces colleague capability. Dynamic-capabilities research helped me interpret this as a learning problem: M&S must sense demand, seize the right occasions and reconfigure systems repeatedly (Teece, 2007). Mintzberg and Waters (1985) added a useful balance by showing why deliberate direction should be combined with controlled emergent learning rather than with rigid execution.
[bookmark: _Toc237389016]Conclusion
The process established that accessible differentiation is a defensible direction because it uses M&S Food's real sources of preference while responding to the market's value and convenience pressures. It is not a guarantee of performance. The most important uncertainties are customer frequency, cost-to-serve, waste, availability and the organisation's capacity to learn at scale. Keeping these uncertainties in the conclusion prevented the recommendation from becoming a statement of confidence unsupported by evidence.
[bookmark: _Toc237389017]Action plan
In a future strategic analysis, I would improve the work in four ways. First, I would add customer-level evidence on frequency, value perception and switching by occasion. Secondly, I would seek store-level data on availability, waste and labour productivity to test the proposed Balanced Scorecard. Thirdly, I would include structured scenarios for discounter response, input-cost shocks and slower store payback. Finally, I would obtain supplier and colleague perspectives so that stakeholder effects were not inferred from corporate disclosures.
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Appendix Table A1: Assumptions requiring management validation
	Strategic assumption
	Evidence basis
	Risk if incorrect
	Validation or decision rule

	Family value demand converts into repeat purchasing
	M&S reported value as the leading family criterion and growth in its value lines.
	Demand may be promotion-led and fail to improve margin-quality.
	Compare cohort frequency, basket contribution and retention before and after each pilot.

	Pack architecture can improve access without destroying contribution
	Bigger Pack, Better Value recorded sales and volume growth; the body also tests an illustrative 30% unit-contribution reduction.
	A 30% unit-contribution reduction requires approximately 42.9% additional volume merely to preserve total contribution.
	Approve a pack only when volume, waste and availability collectively meet the contribution gate.

	Store and range growth can maintain availability
	The annual report supports growth investment, but also reports markdown and waste pressure.
	Expansion can increase stock-outs, waste and cost-to-serve.
	Release capital in stages and stop rollout if availability, waste or payback thresholds are missed.

	Trusted value will not dilute the quality halo
	Quality perception and own-brand innovation remain central resources.
	Blanket discounting or weaker specifications could reduce distinctiveness.
	Track quality perception, complaints, repeat purchase and supplier-standard exceptions together.

	Supplier and packaging changes can support scale
	EPR, resilience and supplier-code evidence create both cost and legitimacy pressures.
	Short-term savings may transfer risk to suppliers or increase disruption.
	Use supplier, packaging, resilience and financial measures in the same board review.
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Factor Current 
evidence Opportunity Threat Long-term 



response 



Political 



Food-system 
policy prioritises 
affordability, 
health and 
sustainability. 



Alignment can 
strengthen 
legitimacy and 
family relevance. 



Policy 
expectations can 
increase delivery 
and reporting 
costs. 



Build health, 
affordability and 
resilience into the 
long-term 
shopping-list 
proposition. 



Economic 



Household 
pressure persists 
while producer, 
labour and energy 
costs constrain 
margins. 



Trusted-value 
ranges can 
increase 
frequency and 
basket size. 



Price investment 
can dilute margin 
if waste and cost-
to-serve are not 
controlled. 



Scale value only 
when margin, 
waste and 
availability gates 
are met. 



Social 



Families 
prioritise value, 
quality, 
convenience and 
the right pack 
size. 



Every day and 
family occasions 
can broaden the 
customer base. 



Poor pack 
architecture may 
reduce 
affordability, 
increase waste or 
weaken unit 
contribution. 



Test pack, price 
and occasion 
together against 
frequency, waste 
and contribution. 



Technological 



Online demand, 
Ocado and 
customer data 
support demand 
sensing. 



Better forecasting 
and 
personalisation 
can improve 
relevance and 
availability. 



System 
dependency, data 
quality and 
disruption can 
interrupt 
execution. 



Use integrated 
forecasting with 
recovery controls 
and store-level 
feedback. 



Environmental 



Food waste, 
packaging EPR 
and climate-
linked supply 
volatility affect 
costs and trust. 



Waste and 
packaging 
reduction can 
improve 
efficiency and 
reputation. 



Disruption or 
poorly designed 
packaging can 
raise cost and 
damage 
availability. 



Join packaging, 
waste, supplier 
resilience and 
financial measures 
in one review. 



Legal 



Wage, food 
safety, labelling 
and supplier-code 
obligations shape 
operations. 



Strong 
compliance can 
reinforce trust and 
supplier 
relationships. 



Higher labour 
and compliance 
costs can 
compound during 
expansion. 



Fund productivity 
and supplier 
fairness before 
accelerating store 
and range growth. 
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SO: extend 
trusted value 



Brand trust and 
product 
innovation + 
family demand 
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Expand selected 
everyday, meal and 
family lines while 
retaining sourcing and 
quality standards. 



Food 
Commercial 
Director 



Frequency and 
value perception 
rise; margin 
remains at or 
above gate. 



WO: improve 
availability 



Store/Ocado 
reach + 
availability, waste 
and premium-
perception 
weaknesses 



Use store-level 
demand data to 
simplify ranges and 
improve replenishment 
before wider rollout. 



Food 
Operations 
Director 



Availability 
improves and 
waste falls against 
the pilot baseline. 



ST: protect 
responsible 
differentiation 



Trust and 
sourcing 
capability + cost, 
EPR and 
stakeholder 
pressure 



Redesign packaging 
and use supplier 
scorecards before 
volume expansion. 



Supply Chain 
Director 



Material intensity, 
supplier 
exceptions and 
waste decline. 



WT: stage-
gate 
expansion 



Scaling exposure 
+ rivalry, 
disruption and 
margin pressure 



Pause store or product 
rollout when quality, 
availability, waste or 
return thresholds are 
missed. 



Food Board / 
Finance 



Every expansion 
decision records 
pass, revise or stop 
evidence. 
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capability + cost, 

EPR and 

stakeholder 

pressure 

Redesign packaging 

and use supplier 

scorecards before 

volume expansion. 

Supply Chain 

Director 

Material intensity, 

supplier 

exceptions and 

waste decline. 

WT: stage-

gate 

expansion 

Scaling exposure 

+ rivalry, 

disruption and 

margin pressure 

Pause store or product 

rollout when quality, 

availability, waste or 

return thresholds are 

missed. 

Food Board / 

Finance 

Every expansion 

decision records 

pass, revise or stop 

evidence. 
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		Strategic response

		SWOT condition

		Action

		Owner

		Decision measure



		SO: extend trusted value

		Brand trust and product innovation + family demand for value

		Expand selected everyday, meal and family lines while retaining sourcing and quality standards.

		Food Commercial Director

		Frequency and value perception rise; margin remains at or above gate.



		WO: improve availability

		Store/Ocado reach + availability, waste and premium-perception weaknesses

		Use store-level demand data to simplify ranges and improve replenishment before wider rollout.

		Food Operations Director

		Availability improves and waste falls against the pilot baseline.



		ST: protect responsible differentiation

		Trust and sourcing capability + cost, EPR and stakeholder pressure

		Redesign packaging and use supplier scorecards before volume expansion.

		Supply Chain Director

		Material intensity, supplier exceptions and waste decline.



		WT: stage-gate expansion

		Scaling exposure + rivalry, disruption and margin pressure

		Pause store or product rollout when quality, availability, waste or return thresholds are missed.

		Food Board / Finance

		Every expansion decision records pass, revise or stop evidence.
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Perspective Mission-linked 
objective KPI Proposed 12-month 



target Initiative 



Financial 



Deliver profitable 
growth without 
weakening trusted 
value. 



Food margin; 
waste/markdown; 
return on 
investment 



Maintain at least the 
FY2025/26 4.6% 
operating margin 
while reducing waste 
and markdown 
against baseline. 



Stage-gated 
investment and 
monthly margin-
quality review 



Customer 



Make exceptional 
products credible 
for everyday 
family shopping. 



Frequency; value 
perception; 
availability; 
quality 
perception 



Positive movement 
from the pilot 
baseline by Q4 while 
quality perception is 
maintained. 



Essentials, meal 
occasions and 
pack-price 
architecture 



Internal 
processes 



Deliver reliable 
quality with lower 
waste and better 
availability. 



On-shelf 
availability; 
forecast 
accuracy; waste; 
supplier 
exceptions 



Improve availability 
by 2 percentage 
points and reduce 
pilot waste by 5% 
within 12 months. 



Range, 
replenishment, 
packaging and 
supplier review 



Learning 
and growth 



Build the 
capabilities 
required to sustain 
trusted value. 



Training 
completion; data 
use; implemented 
improvement 
ideas 



Train 90% of 
targeted colleagues 
and close 80% of 
agreed improvement 
actions on time. 



Role-based 
training and 
monthly feedback 
loops 



 










Perspective

 

Mission-linked 

objective

 

KPI

 

Proposed 12-month 

target

 

Initiative

 

Financial 

Deliver profitable 

growth without 

weakening trusted 

value. 

Food margin; 

waste/markdown; 

return on 

investment 

Maintain at least the 

FY2025/26 4.6% 

operating margin 

while reducing waste 

and markdown 

against baseline. 

Stage-gated 

investment and 

monthly margin-

quality review 

Customer 

Make exceptional 

products credible 

for everyday 

family shopping. 

Frequency; value 

perception; 

availability; 

quality 

perception 

Positive movement 

from the pilot 

baseline by Q4 while 

quality perception is 

maintained. 

Essentials, meal 

occasions and 

pack-price 

architecture 

Internal 

processes 

Deliver reliable 

quality with lower 

waste and better 

availability. 

On-shelf 

availability; 

forecast 

accuracy; waste; 

supplier 

exceptions 

Improve availability 

by 2 percentage 

points and reduce 

pilot waste by 5% 

within 12 months. 

Range, 

replenishment, 

packaging and 

supplier review 

Learning 

and growth 

Build the 

capabilities 

required to sustain 

trusted value. 

Training 

completion; data 

use; implemented 

improvement 

ideas 

Train 90% of 

targeted colleagues 

and close 80% of 

agreed improvement 

actions on time. 

Role-based 

training and 

monthly feedback 

loops 
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		Perspective

		Mission-linked objective

		KPI

		Proposed 12-month target

		Initiative



		Financial

		Deliver profitable growth without weakening trusted value.

		Food margin; waste/markdown; return on investment

		Maintain at least the FY2025/26 4.6% operating margin while reducing waste and markdown against baseline.

		Stage-gated investment and monthly margin-quality review



		Customer

		Make exceptional products credible for everyday family shopping.

		Frequency; value perception; availability; quality perception

		Positive movement from the pilot baseline by Q4 while quality perception is maintained.

		Essentials, meal occasions and pack-price architecture



		Internal processes

		Deliver reliable quality with lower waste and better availability.

		On-shelf availability; forecast accuracy; waste; supplier exceptions

		Improve availability by 2 percentage points and reduce pilot waste by 5% within 12 months.

		Range, replenishment, packaging and supplier review



		Learning and growth

		Build the capabilities required to sustain trusted value.

		Training completion; data use; implemented improvement ideas

		Train 90% of targeted colleagues and close 80% of agreed improvement actions on time.

		Role-based training and monthly feedback loops
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Model Theoretical role Finding from external/internal 
analysis 



Effect on strategic 
choice 



PESTEL 
External-
environment 
scanning 



Affordability, regulation, digital 
demand, waste and supply 
resilience shape the opportunity 
and threat set. 



Differentiation must 
become more 
accessible and 
operationally efficient. 



VRIO 
Resource-based 
view and dynamic 
capabilities 



Brand trust and innovation are 
valuable, but advantage depends 
on organised learning, 
availability and supplier 
execution. 



Reject pure cost 
leadership; protect 
distinctive resources 
while improving 
routines. 



SWOT/TOWS Strategic fit 



Internal strengths can address 
family-value opportunities, 
while scaling weaknesses 
amplify cost and disruption 
threats. 



Translate synthesis into 
owned, measured and 
stage-gated actions. 



Five Forces Industry-structure 
theory 



High rivalry, low switching 
costs and strong buyer choice 
limit unsupported premium 
pricing. 



Use trusted value and 
occasion relevance to 
reduce substitutability. 



Ansoff and 
SAFe 



Growth direction 
and 
implementation 
validation 



Penetration and selective 
product development fit the 
vision, but feasibility depends 
on margin, waste and capability 
gates. 



Pilot, evaluate and 
scale only the options 
that pass suitability, 
acceptability and 
feasibility. 



 










Model

 

Theoretical role

 

Finding from external/internal 

analysis

 

Effect on strategic 

choice

 

PESTEL 

External-

environment 

scanning 

Affordability, regulation, digital 

demand, waste and supply 

resilience shape the opportunity 

and threat set. 

Differentiation must 

become more 

accessible and 

operationally efficient. 

VRIO 

Resource-based 

view and dynamic 

capabilities 

Brand trust and innovation are 

valuable, but advantage depends 

on organised learning, 

availability and supplier 

execution. 

Reject pure cost 

leadership; protect 

distinctive resources 

while improving 

routines. 

SWOT/TOWS Strategic fit 

Internal strengths can address 

family-value opportunities, 

while scaling weaknesses 

amplify cost and disruption 

threats. 

Translate synthesis into 

owned, measured and 

stage-gated actions. 

Five Forces 

Industry-structure 

theory 

High rivalry, low switching 

costs and strong buyer choice 

limit unsupported premium 

pricing. 

Use trusted value and 

occasion relevance to 

reduce substitutability. 

Ansoff and 

SAFe 

Growth direction 

and 

implementation 

validation 

Penetration and selective 

product development fit the 

vision, but feasibility depends 

on margin, waste and capability 

gates. 

Pilot, evaluate and 

scale only the options 

that pass suitability, 

acceptability and 

feasibility. 
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		Model

		Theoretical role

		Finding from external/internal analysis

		Effect on strategic choice



		PESTEL

		External-environment scanning

		Affordability, regulation, digital demand, waste and supply resilience shape the opportunity and threat set.

		Differentiation must become more accessible and operationally efficient.



		VRIO

		Resource-based view and dynamic capabilities

		Brand trust and innovation are valuable, but advantage depends on organised learning, availability and supplier execution.

		Reject pure cost leadership; protect distinctive resources while improving routines.



		SWOT/TOWS

		Strategic fit

		Internal strengths can address family-value opportunities, while scaling weaknesses amplify cost and disruption threats.

		Translate synthesis into owned, measured and stage-gated actions.



		Five Forces

		Industry-structure theory

		High rivalry, low switching costs and strong buyer choice limit unsupported premium pricing.

		Use trusted value and occasion relevance to reduce substitutability.



		Ansoff and SAFe

		Growth direction and implementation validation

		Penetration and selective product development fit the vision, but feasibility depends on margin, waste and capability gates.

		Pilot, evaluate and scale only the options that pass suitability, acceptability and feasibility.
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Choice Benefit Main problem Assessment 



Cost leadership Wider value reach Misaligned economics and 
quality risk 



Reject 



Broad 
differentiation 



Protects preference Affordability unresolved Incomplete 



Focused 
differentiation 



Strong occasion fit Growth too narrow Selective use 



Accessible 
differentiation 



Quality plus 
repeatability 



Execution-intensive Recommend 



 










Choice  Benefit  Main problem  Assessment 

Cost leadership  Wider value reach  Misaligned economics and 

quality risk 

Reject 

Broad 

differentiation 

Protects preference Affordability unresolved  Incomplete 
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differentiation 

Strong occasion fit  Growth too narrow  Selective use 

Accessible 
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Quality plus 

repeatability 

Execution-intensive  Recommend 
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		Choice

		Benefit

		Main problem

		Assessment



		Cost leadership

		Wider value reach

		Misaligned economics and quality risk

		Reject



		Broad differentiation

		Protects preference

		Affordability unresolved

		Incomplete



		Focused differentiation

		Strong occasion fit

		Growth too narrow

		Selective use



		Accessible differentiation

		Quality plus repeatability

		Execution-intensive

		Recommend
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Challenge Strategic risk Solution Vision link 



Pack-price 
mismatch 



Larger packs can 
improve value but may 
reduce unit 
contribution or increase 
household waste. 



Pilot different pack sizes by 
household mission; evaluate 
frequency, waste and 
contribution together. 



Trusted value and 
wider family 
relevance 



Innovation 
overload 



A high launch rate can 
create range 
complexity, markdown 
and poor availability. 



Use category-level stage 
gates and remove weak 
sellers before adding 
capacity. 



Exceptional 
products delivered 
reliably 



Supplier 
and capacity 
pressure 



Product growth can 
exceed supplier, 
distribution or store 
capability. 



Sequence launches with 
supplier readiness, logistics 
capacity and colleague 
training. 



Profitable long-
term Food growth 



Brand 
dilution 



Price-led development 
can make the offer less 
distinctive. 



Retain non-negotiable 
quality and sourcing 
standards and test value cues 
rather than blanket 
discounting. 



Most trusted 
product-led retailer 



 










Challenge  Strategic risk  Solution  Vision link 

Pack-price 

mismatch 

Larger packs can 

improve value but may 

reduce unit 

contribution or increase 

household waste. 

Pilot different pack sizes by 

household mission; evaluate 

frequency, waste and 

contribution together. 

Trusted value and 

wider family 

relevance 

Innovation 

overload 

A high launch rate can 

create range 

complexity, markdown 

and poor availability. 

Use category-level stage 

gates and remove weak 

sellers before adding 

capacity. 

Exceptional 

products delivered 

reliably 

Supplier 

and capacity 

pressure 

Product growth can 

exceed supplier, 

distribution or store 

capability. 

Sequence launches with 

supplier readiness, logistics 

capacity and colleague 

training. 

Profitable long-

term Food growth 

Brand 

dilution 

Price-led development 

can make the offer less 

distinctive. 

Retain non-negotiable 

quality and sourcing 

standards and test value cues 

rather than blanket 

discounting. 

Most trusted 

product-led retailer 
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		Challenge

		Strategic risk

		Solution

		Vision link



		Pack-price mismatch

		Larger packs can improve value but may reduce unit contribution or increase household waste.

		Pilot different pack sizes by household mission; evaluate frequency, waste and contribution together.

		Trusted value and wider family relevance



		Innovation overload

		A high launch rate can create range complexity, markdown and poor availability.

		Use category-level stage gates and remove weak sellers before adding capacity.

		Exceptional products delivered reliably



		Supplier and capacity pressure

		Product growth can exceed supplier, distribution or store capability.

		Sequence launches with supplier readiness, logistics capacity and colleague training.

		Profitable long-term Food growth



		Brand dilution

		Price-led development can make the offer less distinctive.

		Retain non-negotiable quality and sourcing standards and test value cues rather than blanket discounting.

		Most trusted product-led retailer
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Element
Strategic purpose

(mission
equivalent)

Vision-level
direction

Business model

Current basis

Create exceptional products
offered at trusted value that
customers love.

Become a shopping-list retailer
with broader family relevance
and a substantially larger Food
business.

Product-led own-brand retail
supported by supplier
innovation, stores, customer
data and the Ocado
relationship.

Strategic meaning

Protect quality and trust while
making the Food offer relevant to
more everyday purchases (Marks &
Spencer Group plc, 2026¢).

Growth must expand frequency and
reach without weakening the
distinctive quality proposition (Marks
& Spencer, 2026).

Value is created through
differentiated products and trusted
sourcing; it is captured through
volume, frequency, margin and
disciplined expansion.




