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Executive Summary 
This report critically looks at how well Associated British Foods plc (ABF) is doing with its marketing strategy across its wide range of food and retail businesses. It uses modern marketing transformation theory to look at how well the company is doing right now and find ways to make it better. The analysis shows that ABF has strong traditional marketing skills, as shown by Primark's 94% brand recognition in the UK and the grocery division's 17% profit growth despite spending more on marketing. However, the company has major strategic gaps in digital marketing integration, service-dominant logic application, and advanced analytics capabilities that keep it from performing at its best in today's fast-changing market. The evaluation finds three major problems through the lenses of Rogers' Diffusion of Innovation Theory, Vargo and Lusch's Service-Dominant Logic, and Kannan and Li's digital transformation framework: fragmented omnichannel integration that makes it hard to create a smooth customer journey; inconsistent sustainability messaging that doesn't take advantage of consumers' growing environmental awareness; and insufficient marketing measurement sophistication that limits data-driven optimisation capabilities. The report says that ABF's marketing strategy works moderately well but needs to change in a big way to meet current best practice standards. It suggests that ABF should use a centralised Centre of Excellence model to implement integrated digital marketing capabilities, develop service-dominant marketing approaches that focus on value co-creation instead of traditional product promotion, and set up advanced marketing analytics systems that use Marketing Mix Modelling and Multi-Touch Attribution.
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[bookmark: _Toc204288044]1. Introduction
Associated British Foods plc (ABF) works in a marketing environment that is becoming more complicated. Kannan and Li (2017) call this "digital marketing transformation," which means that businesses need to rethink how they interact with customers. ABF is a diversified conglomerate that makes £20.1 billion a year from five business divisions in 56 countries (ABF, 2024). It shows how hard it is for traditional companies to adapt to new marketing models.
Rust and Huang (2014) call it "marketing's service-dominant logic evolution," and it has changed the marketing environment for diversified food companies. This means that companies need to use integrated approaches that go beyond traditional product-based models. Academic research shows that Kotter's (2012) "dual operating systems" framework is necessary for successful marketing change management. This means keeping operational excellence while also driving transformational innovation. For businesses like ABF, this means balancing the value of their heritage brands with the needs of customers who expect digital-first service (Herhausen et al., 2020).
Recent research on marketing transformation focusses on three important areas: integrating technology (Kumar et al., 2019), creating value based on sustainability (Polonsky, 2011), and coordinating the customer experience across all channels (Verhoef et al., 2015). These dimensions are especially important for ABF's portfolio, which includes everything from Primark's fast-fashion retail model to Twining’s' high-end heritage positioning. Gartner (2023) calls this "composable marketing," and it's the company's biggest strategic challenge. It means making marketing capabilities that are flexible and connected so they can change with the market.
This report looks at ABF's journey to change its marketing through the lens of modern change management theory. It looks at how the company deals with the tension between operational continuity and strategic innovation. The analysis uses Kotter's 8-step change model and digital transformation frameworks to look at how well things are working right now and suggest changes that are based on evidence for the future of marketing.
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc204288045]Theoretical Foundations of Marketing Change
This analysis is based on several interconnected theoretical frameworks that support contemporary marketing change management. Rogers' (2003) Diffusion of Innovation Theory helps explain why ABF's adoption rates are different in different divisions. For example, Primark is a "late majority" adopter in digital marketing, while grocery brands are more conservative and are seen as "laggards." This theoretical lens helps us understand why digital transformation has been different across ABF's portfolio.
According to Vargo and Lusch's (2017) Service-Dominant Logic, modern marketing is more effective when it focusses on creating value together than when it focusses on delivering value. ABF's biggest problem is moving from goods-dominant thinking, which is common in traditional retail and FMCG, to service-dominant thinking, which focusses on the customer experience and building relationships. This change is especially important for Primark's growth from a store that only sells things to one that lets people experience fashion.
The Dynamic Capabilities Framework (Teece, 2007) gives us more theoretical support for figuring out what ABF needs to do to change its marketing. Dynamic capabilities include being able to see opportunities, making strategic decisions to take advantage of them, and rearranging resources to keep a competitive edge. ABF's marketing evolution shows that these capabilities are at different levels of maturity. For example, they have strong sensing capabilities (shown by the fact that they are expanding into new markets) but limited reconfiguration agility when it comes to digital integration.
[bookmark: _Toc204288046]1.2 Digital Marketing Transformation Theory
Kannan and Li's (2017) framework for transforming digital marketing points out four important areas that are important to ABF's growth: data-driven insights, omnichannel integration, marketing automation, and customer-centric design. The framework says that for a transformation to be successful, all dimensions must move forward at the same time, not one after the other. ABF's current method seems to be sequential, which could make it less effective overall.
Lemon and Verhoef's (2016) theory of customer journey orchestration stresses how important it is for touchpoints to work together smoothly. Their study shows that companies with better financial performance are 3.2 times better at managing the customer journey. Using this theoretical lens, ABF's fragmented approach across divisions shows that there is a lot of room for improvement.
[bookmark: _Toc204288047]2. Main Findings
[bookmark: _Toc204288048]2.1 Critical Evaluation of Marketing Activities
[bookmark: _Toc204288049]2.1.1 Marketing Concept and Resource Investment
Marketing at Associated British Foods is a complicated process that involves coordinating activities across five different business divisions. Each division needs its own approach, but the company needs to stay consistent. Kotler and Keller (2016) say that marketing is making things better for customers and building profitable relationships with them. This definition is especially relevant for ABF's wide range of businesses, which include grocery brands, retail fashion, ingredients, sugar, and farming. The company knows that marketing is important for business success. George Weston, the CEO, said that in 2024, food businesses "increased investment in marketing," which helped them make more money (ABF, 2024).
ABF's commitment to strategic growth is shown by the money it spends on marketing. The company said that its investments had gone up a lot, and the grocery division specifically mentioned that a "step-up in marketing investment" helped keep performance steady (ABF, 2024). Even though the exact numbers for the marketing budget are private, the interim results showed that there were £571 million in strategic investments in the first half of 2024. These investments included marketing as well as improving capacity and capability (ABF, 2024). This way of investing is in line with academic research that shows how businesses do when they spend money on marketing (Ambler and Roberts, 2008).
The marketing department at ABF is set up in a way that reflects the company's diversity, with each division having its own set of marketing skills. Primark has dedicated digital transformation teams, as shown by the hiring of Matt Houston as Group Digital and Strategy Director and the work with EPAM Systems to implement digital marketing (Smith, 2025). The grocery division has separate marketing teams for each of its heritage brands, such as Twining’s, Jordans, and Ryvita. Each team needs a different way to position the brand. This structure lets you do targeted marketing while also sharing resources and expertise across the whole group.
[bookmark: _Toc204288050]2.1.2 Marketing Environment Analysis
Macro Environment
To understand how politics affect ABF's marketing strategy, you need to look at it through the lens of institutional theory (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). This theory says that regulatory environments create isomorphic pressures that force organisations to follow the rules. The EU's Digital Services Act and the UK's Online Safety Bill are examples of institutional pressures that require ABF to standardise its marketing practices across all its international operations. However, a closer look shows that ABF has been more reactive than proactive when it comes to following the rules, which could limit its chances to gain a competitive edge.
Porter (2008) calls this "competitive convergence," which is when traditional competitive advantages fade away under economic pressure. ABF's 4% revenue growth during times of inflation shows that it can keep its value proposition strong, but a closer look shows that this success may not last unless the company's marketing model changes in a big way. Christensen (1997) calls the cost-of-living crisis "disruptive innovation" opportunities for ultra-value positioning. ABF has partially taken advantage of these opportunities through Primark, but it hasn't done enough with them in other divisions.
Micro Environment
Using Teece's (2007) dynamic capabilities framework shows that ABF has big gaps in its competitive positioning. The company shows that it has strong sensing abilities by expanding into new markets, but its seizing abilities are not consistent across all divisions. Christensen calls Primark's late adoption of digital technology an "innovator's dilemma," which means that past success makes it hard to make the changes that need to be made.
Supplier relationship management is based on old transactional methods instead of new collaborative value creation models (Vargo & Lusch, 2017). A critical look at ABF's supply chain marketing integration shows that it is behind the best practices set by companies like Patagonia in communicating about sustainability and Zara in making things that respond quickly to demand.
[bookmark: _Toc204288051]2.1.3 Target Market Analysis
Advanced Segmentation Through Theoretical Lens
We need to use modern customer value theory to look at ABF's segmentation strategy. According to Kumar and Reinartz's (2016) customer lifetime value optimisation framework, ABF's current demographic-heavy segmentation doesn't use behavioural and psychographic dimensions enough. A close look at the situation shows that Primark's strategy works well for fashion shoppers who are concerned about price, but it could be better if they used value-based segmentation to increase customer lifetime value.
The grocery division's segmentation is an example of what Wedel and Kamakura (2000) call "post-hoc segmentation," which means finding segments after entering the market instead of making products for specific segments ahead of time. This method makes it harder to be flexible with your strategy and find premium positioning opportunities. The fact that Twining’s is doing well all over the world suggests that "a priori segmentation" methods could work for other heritage brands as well.
Digital-Era Targeting Evolution
Bleier et al. (2019) call "contextual targeting" the main idea behind modern targeting theory. This means using real-time data to personalise interactions. ABF's limited use of advanced targeting features could be called "digital marketing myopia" because they focus on reach metrics instead of engagement quality. A critical look at this approach shows that it is becoming increasingly out of line with what customers want from personalised experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc204288052]2.1.4 Media Selection and Communication Channels
Digital marketing channels are a big deal for ABF, especially since Primark was slow to adopt them. The improved website launch in 17 markets got 140 million visits and a 23% increase in global traffic, showing how well digital channels work (Retail Technology Innovation Hub, 2025). Instagram and TikTok are used for visual content in social media marketing, and Primark's user-generated content campaigns get a lot of interaction. The "Primania" campaign combines social media with LED displays in stores to make experiences that span all channels.
Search engine optimisation helps websites get more organic traffic. Primark has added new features to its website to help people find products. Email marketing features let you send personalised messages by connecting Salesforce CRM to your email account. According to CEO George Weston, digital marketing trials have shown "good results," which means that channel experimentation has worked (WARC, 2024).
Traditional marketing methods still work for all of ABF's products. Television ads help people remember grocery brands, especially Twining’s as it expands around the world. Print ads are still useful for positioning heritage brands. Primark's traditional strength is in-store marketing, which includes visual merchandising and the store experience, which help turn shoppers into buyers. Outdoor advertising helps people remember brands in important markets.
The right channel depends on the division and the target market. Primark's digital channels work well for younger customers, while traditional channels still work well for older grocery brands. The COVID-19 pandemic made it even more important for people to use digital technology. For example, Primark knows that "a huge proportion of their clothing purchases are informed by browsing online" (MacRae, 2022).
The integration of marketing communications shows that they are becoming more complex. Primark's brand refresh works across both digital and physical touchpoints to make sure the message stays the same. The MACH architecture makes it easy to combine data from different channels, which helps create personalised customer experiences. Cross-channel campaigns use social media content to get people to visit stores, which is a great example of how to integrate multiple channels.
Omnichannel Integration Through Theoretical Framework
Verhoef et al.'s (2015) omnichannel orchestration framework must be used to judge how well media selection works. ABF's channel strategy shows what could be called "channel silos" instead of integrated orchestration. Primark's 140 million website visits show that its digital channels are working, but the fact that they don't work well with physical stores means that they are missing out on chances to create value.
Using Lemon and Verhoef's (2016) customer journey mapping to critically analyse ABF's media strategy shows that there are big gaps at important touchpoints. The company's strength in traditional channels becomes a weakness when customers want to be able to easily switch between finding something online and buying it in person. This disconnect has a bigger impact on younger groups, who have higher expectations for omnichannel experiences.
[bookmark: _Toc204288053]2.1.5 Success Measurement and Control
ABF's key performance indicators show how different its business needs and strategic goals are. Return on marketing investment is one of the financial metrics. The grocery division showed a 17% increase in adjusted operating profit while spending more on marketing (ABF, 2024). Customer lifetime value and customer acquisition cost help decide how much money to put into each channel. Conversion rates show how well digital marketing works, while footfall shows how well traditional retail works.
Brand awareness metrics keep track of how well a brand is positioned. For example, Primark has 94% recognition in the UK even though it hasn't done much advertising in the past. Market share indicators show how well competitors are doing in different categories. Customer satisfaction scores make sure that the marketing message matches the delivery experience. Website traffic, social media interactions, and email open rates are all examples of digital engagement metrics that give you real-time feedback on how well you're doing.
To evaluate the effectiveness of a campaign, both quantitative and qualitative methods are used. Analytics platforms make it easy to track exact attribution in digital campaigns. Brand tracking studies and market research are used to find out how well traditional advertising works. A/B testing helps you choose the best creative messages and channels. Customer feedback surveys give us qualitative information that backs up quantitative data.
Evaluating the return on investment (ROI) of marketing shows that it is becoming more effective in all areas. Primark's digital investment led to more visitors to their website and better customer engagement. Even though the market was tough, grocery brands' marketing spending helped sales grow. The "second basket" phenomenon in Primark's click-and-collect service shows how digital marketing can bring in more money over time (Smith, 2025).
Control mechanisms make sure that marketing strategies can change and that performance can be improved. Regular reviews of performance make it possible to change campaigns and move money around in the budget. Cross-divisional marketing meetings help people share best practices and make the most of their resources. Partnerships with outside agencies give you access to specialised knowledge and the ability to compare performance. Continuous monitoring systems let you change your campaign strategy and optimise it in real time when market conditions change.
Strategic changes show that management can respond quickly. Primark's digital transformation is a major change in strategy that responds to what customers want. Grocery brands' messages about sustainability show that they care about the environment. International expansion marketing changes to fit local tastes while keeping the brand the same. These changes make sure that marketing stays effective even as the market changes.
[bookmark: _Toc204288054]2.2 Marketing Strategy Effectiveness Assessment
The overall assessment of ABF's marketing strategy shows that it works well in some areas but not so well in others. There are some big strengths and some big weaknesses that need to be fixed. Katsikeas et al. (2016) say that to find out how effective marketing is, you need to look at both strategic alignment and measurable outcomes. ABF's strategy shows that it is very strong in some areas but also shows weaknesses that make it less effective.
[bookmark: _Toc204288055]2.2.1 Strategic Strengths and Competitive Positioning
ABF's marketing strategy works best when you look at how well Primark is doing in the market. In 2022, it became the second-largest clothing retailer in the UK by revenue, bringing in £7.7 billion (OSUM, 2024). The "amazing fashion at amazing prices" positioning strategy sets Primark apart from higher-end competitors while keeping its competitive edge through efficient operations. This success shows that the company's strategic marketing is working, with 94% brand awareness in the UK helping it get into the market.
The grocery division's marketing success shows through heritage brand positioning. For example, Twining’s is the market leader in over 120 countries, and Jordans has established itself as a premium brand in health-conscious segments. The increase in marketing spending that led to a 17% rise in adjusted operating profit shows that resources are being used wisely and strategies are being carried out (ABF, 2024). This performance is in line with what academic research has found: when done strategically, spending more on marketing is linked to better financial performance (Ambler and Roberts, 2008).
[bookmark: _Toc204288056]2.2.2 Channel Effectiveness and Digital Transformation
The digital marketing transformation shows that ABF's strategy is both strong and weak. Primark's digital evolution led to 140 million website visits and a 23% increase in global traffic, showing that the company was able to successfully expand its channels (Retail Technology Innovation Hub, 2025). The click-and-collect system makes extra money by encouraging customers to buy a "second basket," which shows that the omnichannel integration is working. However, Primark's past refusal to embrace e-commerce is a major strategic flaw, especially since industry standards show that by 2029, 50% of fashion budgets will be spent online.
[bookmark: _Toc204288057]2.2.3 A Comparison of Industry Best Practices
When compared to industry best practices, ABF's marketing strategy is not as effective as its competitors. Competitors like Zara are good at quickly responding to fast fashion trends, and H&M is good at integrating digital technology. Primark's strengths are its ultra-low prices and its focus on improving the shopping experience (Sheridan, 2024). The fact that they don't have a lot of digital presence is bad compared to industry leaders who have complex omnichannel strategies. But even though there are digital limits, Primark's unique value proposition gives it a long-term competitive edge.
[bookmark: _Toc204288058]2.2.4 Effectiveness Based on Evidence Judgement
Quantitative evidence shows that most divisions have marketing strategies that work moderately to very well. The 4% growth in revenue, even though the economy is tough, the higher operating margins, and the successful international expansion show that the company is strategically strong. The fact that grocery brands have stayed in the market and Primark has continued to open new stores shows that their strategies are working. But gaps in digital marketing skills and inconsistent messaging about sustainability make it hard to reach your full potential.
The marketing strategy assessment shows that ABF is doing well with traditional marketing and is starting to use digital tools. This puts the company in a good position for continued growth. However, to meet the highest standards of effectiveness expected in modern retail markets, ABF needs to improve its digital integration and sustainability communication.











[bookmark: _Toc204288059]3. Conclusion 
This critical evaluation shows that ABF's marketing strategy isn't very effective because of theoretical and practical limits that are also problems in managing large-scale organisational change. Looking at it through the lens of modern marketing transformation theory, three main strategic gaps become clear that keep performance from being at its best.
First, ABF shows what Rogers (2003) calls "innovation adoption lag," which is when the size and complexity of an organisation make it hard to quickly adapt to changes in the market. Kotter (2012) calls it "change initiative fragmentation" when there is no integrated transformation strategy, even though each division is good at marketing. This fragmentation is most clear in digital marketing integration, where Primark's recent progress stands out from the other divisions' lack of digital sophistication.
Second, the analysis shows that ABF's marketing operations don't use Service-Dominant Logic principles (Vargo & Lusch, 2017) well enough. The company still mostly works within goods-dominant paradigms, putting more emphasis on promoting products than on creating value together. This theoretical mismatch is why ABF's marketing works, but not as well as the best practices set by digitally native competitors.
Third, ABF's way of measuring and controlling marketing isn't smart enough from a theoretical point of view to use data to improve things. The lack of advanced analytics capabilities is an example of what Kumar et al. (2019) call "marketing accountability gaps," which are when traditional financial metrics don't show the full value of modern marketing investments.
Even with these problems, ABF has a lot of strategic advantages, like a strong brand, a presence in international markets, and a large operational scale that can help it market itself better. The company's financial performance during tough economic times shows that its strategies are sound, and filling in the gaps could give it a big edge over its competitors.



[bookmark: _Toc204288060]4. Recommendations
Based on the theoretical analysis and the strategic gaps that were found, three evidence-based suggestions come up to make ABF's marketing transformation more effective.
[bookmark: _Toc204288061]4.1 Put into action the integrated digital marketing transformation
Theoretical Basis: Kannan and Li's (2017) digital transformation framework says that for marketing to evolve successfully, all three areas of data analytics, customer experience, and operational integration must improve at the same time.
Specific Steps: Unilever (Kumar et al., 2019) has successfully set up a centralised "Centre of Excellence" model to coordinate digital marketing skills across all divisions. Set up unified customer data platforms that allow for what Verhoef et al. (2015) call "orchestrated customer journey management." Similar diversified companies have seen a 15–25% increase in marketing ROI with this method (McKinsey, 2023).
What resources required: Digital transformation benchmarks (Dennis, 2024) say that to be successful, a company needs to spend 3–5% of its annual revenue over 24 months. For ABF's size, this means a commitment of £600–1,000 million.
[bookmark: _Toc204288062]4.2 Build Service-Dominant Marketing Skills
Theoretical Foundation: Vargo and Lusch's (2017) Service-Dominant Logic gives us a way to move from product-cantered to value co-creation methods. This is especially useful for heritage brands that want to position themselves as high-end.
Actions that are specific: Use "brand ecosystem" strategies that companies like Patagonia and Ben & Jerry's have used successfully. In these strategies, messages about sustainability become the main part of the value proposition instead of being an extra message. Use the methods described by Prahalad and Ramaswamy (2004) to set up customer co-creation platforms for developing new products. According to academic research, this method can boost brand differentiation and customer lifetime value by 20–35% (Wang et al., 2024).
Implementation Framework: Use Design Thinking methods (Brown, 2009) to rethink the customer experience at all points of contact, with a focus on sustainability storytelling that uses ABF's science-based promises to cut emissions.
[bookmark: _Toc204288063]4.3 Build Advanced Marketing Analytics Skills Theoretical Basis
Kumar and Reinartz's (2016) customer analytics framework shows that companies with better measurement tools get 6–8% more return on investment (ROI) from their marketing by better allocating resources and optimising campaigns.
What to Do: Use Multi-Touch Attribution (MTA) and Marketing Mix Modelling (MMM) systems that let you change your campaigns in real time. Dinner et al.'s (2014) academic research in Marketing Science shows that companies that use advanced attribution models are 20% more efficient at marketing. Using methods that Amazon and Netflix have shown to work, set up predictive analytics tools to help you get the most out of your customers' lifetime value (Zhou et al., 2024).
Success Metrics: According to Lacity (2024) research on marketing analytics, implementation should aim for a 25% increase in the accuracy of marketing attribution within 12 months and a 15% increase in the effectiveness of cross-channel campaigns within 18 months.
These suggestions fit with modern marketing transformation theory and take into account ABF's unique operational situation and resource availability. To make sure that the change is adopted across the organization's complicated divisional structure, implementation should follow Kotter's (2012) change management framework.
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