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[bookmark: _Toc226624969]Executive Summary
This report critically evaluates how Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) strategies influence organisational performance at Marks & Spencer Food (M&S Food), with a focus on developing sustainable customer relationships. In a highly competitive retail environment, organisations are required to prioritise customer retention, engagement and long-term value rather than short-term sales. This report analyses M&S Food’s market positioning, its use of customer data and touchpoints, and its wider CRM strategy, including segmentation, differentiation, ethical practices and digital engagement.
The findings suggest that M&S Food has developed strong customer relationships through its focus on product quality, brand trust and sustainability initiatives. These elements contribute positively to customer loyalty and support long-term relationships. However, several challenges remain. Increasing customer sensitivity to price, strong competition from retailers offering similar products at lower cost, and relatively weaker digital engagement may affect the company’s value perception. In addition, concerns around data usage and privacy highlight the importance of transparency in maintaining trust.
Overall, while M&S demonstrates a strong customer-centric approach, the report concludes that improvements in value communication, digital interaction and data transparency are necessary to sustain customer relationships and remain competitive in the long term.






1. [bookmark: _Toc226624970]Organisational Overview
Marks & Spencer Food is widely recognised as a premium food retailer in the UK, with a strong reputation for quality, trust and consistency. Over time, the company has built its brand by focusing on product excellence rather than competing on price. This has allowed M&S to develop long-term relationships with customers who associate the brand with reliability and higher standards. However, the current retail environment has become significantly more competitive, and customer expectations have evolved, particularly in relation to pricing and value.
In recent years, M&S has attempted to reposition itself by introducing the idea of “affordable luxury”. This reflects an effort to maintain its premium image while also becoming more accessible to a wider customer base. While this strategy appears logical, it creates a complex challenge. Premium positioning relies on exclusivity and strong perceived value, whereas affordability suggests a move towards a more competitive pricing strategy. If not managed carefully, this can create confusion for customers and weaken the brand’s identity.
This challenge has been highlighted by competitors such as ASDA, which directly referenced M&S in its Christmas advertising campaign. In this campaign, ASDA compared its own products to those of M&S, suggesting that customers could achieve similar quality at a lower price. This is particularly important from a CRM perspective, as it shows how competitors are actively targeting M&S’s value proposition. While the campaign reinforces M&S’s reputation for quality, it also challenges its pricing strategy and may influence customer perceptions of value.
From a relationship marketing perspective, this creates a risk. If customers begin to believe that similar quality can be obtained at a lower price, their loyalty to M&S may decrease. This suggests that M&S must not only maintain quality but also clearly communicate why its products justify their price.
The company’s value proposition is strongly linked to ethical sourcing and sustainability. M&S’s “Plan A” strategy focuses on environmental responsibility, reducing waste and supporting British farmers. This aligns with the growing importance of ethical consumption, as customers increasingly prefer brands that demonstrate responsibility (Brassington and Pettitt, 2018). This approach helps to build trust and emotional connections, which are essential for long-term customer relationships (Kotler and Keller, 2020).
However, while these initiatives are positive, they also create challenges. Ethical and sustainable practices often involve higher costs, which may contribute to higher prices. In a market where customers are increasingly looking for value, this can create a conflict between ethical responsibility and affordability. Some customers may appreciate sustainability, but still choose lower-priced alternatives.
In addition, the effectiveness of these initiatives depends on communication. If customers are not fully aware of M&S’s sustainability efforts, they may not see the added value, which reduces the impact on customer relationships.
Overall, M&S Food has a strong brand and a clear focus on quality and ethics, but it faces ongoing challenges in balancing premium positioning with affordability. Competitor actions, such as ASDA’s campaign, highlight the importance of clearly communicating value in order to maintain customer loyalty.

2. [bookmark: _Toc226624971]Data and Customer Relationships
Data plays a central role in CRM because it allows organisations to better understand customer behaviour and tailor their strategies accordingly (Buttle and Maklan, 2019). At M&S Food, the Sparks loyalty programme is a key example of how data is used to support customer relationships. The programme collects data on customer purchases, preferences and behaviour, enabling the company to provide personalised offers and communication.
Personalisation is important because it helps customers feel recognised and valued. This can improve satisfaction and encourage repeat purchases, which increases Customer Lifetime Value (Payne, 2012). By using data to tailor its communication, M&S is able to strengthen relationships and improve customer retention.
In addition, M&S interacts with customers through multiple touchpoints, including in-store experiences, online platforms, email marketing and mobile applications. These touchpoints are important because they shape the overall customer experience. A consistent experience across different channels helps to build trust and supports long-term relationships (Chaffey and Ellis-Chadwick, 2019).
However, while data-driven CRM offers many advantages, it also presents challenges. One of the main concerns is how customers perceive data collection. While some customers appreciate personalised offers, others may feel that their privacy is being compromised. If customers feel that too much information is being collected, this may create discomfort and reduce trust.
In addition, issues related to data security have become increasingly important. Incidents such as hacking or data breaches can damage customer trust, even if the organisation responds effectively. In the context of relationship marketing, trust is essential, and any damage to trust can have long-term consequences (Grönroos, 2004).
Another limitation is that data does not always provide a complete understanding of customer behaviour. While it can identify patterns, it may not explain the reasons behind customer decisions. This means that organisations must combine data analysis with a deeper understanding of customer needs and emotions.
Furthermore, excessive reliance on data can lead to over-automation. If communication becomes too automated, it may feel impersonal, which can weaken the relationship between the customer and the brand. Relationship marketing is based on building genuine connections, and this requires a balance between technology and human interaction.
Overall, M&S Food uses data effectively to support its CRM strategy, particularly through personalisation and engagement. However, the company must ensure that data is used in a transparent and ethical way, with a strong focus on maintaining trust. Without trust, customer relationships are unlikely to be sustainable.

3. [bookmark: _Toc226624972]CRM Strategy Analysis
M&S Food’s CRM strategy is based on differentiation, which allows the company to compete by offering something unique rather than focusing on low prices (Porter, 2008). The organisation emphasises product quality, brand reputation and ethical practices, which helps to create a strong identity and build customer relationships based on trust.
However, this strategy also creates challenges. Higher prices may reduce accessibility, particularly as customers become more focused on value for money. In the current market, customers expect both quality and affordability, which means that M&S must continuously demonstrate that its products justify their price (Hollensen, 2020).
The company uses segmentation and targeting to focus on customers who value quality, convenience and ethical sourcing. These customers are often in middle to higher-income groups, but M&S is also trying to attract a broader audience. The concept of “affordable luxury” reflects this effort, but it may create confusion if not clearly communicated (Jobber and Ellis-Chadwick, 2020).
The marketing mix supports M&S’s strategy. The company offers high-quality products, supported by strong branding and attractive store environments. Pricing reflects the premium positioning, while distribution includes both physical stores and online platforms. Promotion focuses on emotional appeal, helping to build stronger connections with customers. Additional elements such as service quality and store presentation contribute to the overall experience (Christopher et al., 2013).
When analysed using the 4Cs model, M&S performs well in meeting customer needs and providing convenience. Communication is also effective, particularly through personalised offers. However, cost remains a limitation, as some customers perceive the brand as expensive compared to competitors offering similar products (Lauterborn, 1990).
Ethical and sustainability practices are a major strength of M&S’s strategy. The company’s commitment to responsible sourcing and environmental sustainability aligns with the Triple Bottom Line framework (Elkington, 1997). These practices help to build trust and support long-term relationships.
However, sustainability also creates challenges. It can increase costs, which may affect pricing. In addition, while M&S uses digital marketing, its social media engagement is less effective than competitors. Many competitors use influencers and interactive content to engage customers more effectively, particularly younger audiences. This suggests that M&S may need to improve its digital strategy.
4. [bookmark: _Toc226624973]Conclusion and Recommendations
In conclusion, Marks & Spencer Food demonstrates a well-established approach to Customer Relationship Marketing, with a clear focus on quality, trust and ethical values. Its differentiation strategy, supported by high product standards and a strong brand reputation, has enabled the company to build long-term relationships with customers. In addition, the use of data through the Sparks loyalty programme allows M&S to personalise communication and improve customer engagement, which contributes positively to customer retention and Customer Lifetime Value (Payne and Frow, 2017).
A key strength of M&S lies in its commitment to ethical and sustainable practices. Initiatives such as supporting British farmers and reducing environmental impact align with customer expectations and help to build trust. These practices support the development of sustainable customer relationships, as customers are increasingly influenced by a company’s values and social responsibility (Kotler and Keller, 2020). This demonstrates a strong level of customer centrality, where the organisation not only meets functional needs but also responds to wider customer concerns.
However, the analysis also highlights several important limitations. One of the main challenges is pricing. While M&S positions itself as offering premium quality, customers are becoming more focused on value for money. Competitor strategies, such as ASDA’s campaign comparing its products with M&S, suggest that customers may perceive similar quality at lower prices. This can weaken M&S’s value proposition and reduce customer loyalty if the price difference is not clearly justified.
Another limitation relates to digital engagement. Although M&S uses digital channels such as email and mobile applications, its social media presence is less dynamic compared to competitors. In a market where digital interaction plays an increasingly important role in customer relationships, this may limit the company’s ability to engage younger audiences and build future loyalty. This suggests that M&S may not be fully utilising the potential of digital and social media marketing to strengthen relationships.
In addition, while data is used effectively to personalise customer experiences, there are concerns related to privacy and trust. Customers may feel uncomfortable with the level of data collection, particularly if it is not clearly explained. Any issues related to data security, such as hacking or breaches, can significantly damage trust, which is essential for sustainable relationships (Grönroos, 2004). This highlights the importance of transparency and ethical data management.
To strengthen its CRM strategy and support long-term customer relationships, M&S Food should consider several improvements. Firstly, it should focus on enhancing its value perception by ensuring that customers clearly understand the benefits of its products, particularly in relation to quality and sustainability. This may involve clearer communication of its value proposition rather than simply relying on brand reputation.
Secondly, the company should invest further in digital and social media engagement. This includes using more interactive content, improving customer interaction online and potentially working with influencers to reach younger audiences. Strengthening digital engagement would help M&S remain relevant in an increasingly digital market.
Thirdly, M&S should continue to improve transparency in its data practices. Customers should be clearly informed about how their data is used and how it benefits them. This would help to build trust and reduce concerns related to privacy.
Finally, the company should continue to develop its sustainability initiatives, while also ensuring that these efforts are clearly communicated to customers. If customers understand the value of these initiatives, they may be more willing to accept higher prices, which would support both customer loyalty and organisational performance.
Overall, M&S Food has a strong foundation in customer relationship marketing, but must continue to adapt to changing customer expectations. By addressing these challenges, the company can strengthen its customer centrality and ensure that its relationships remain sustainable in the long term.
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