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1. Introduction to the Organisation
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is one of the most established and recognisable retail organisations in the United Kingdom, operating across food, clothing and homeware sectors. Founded in 1884, the company has built a strong reputation for quality, trust and dependable customer service. Today, M&S serves millions of customers every week through a wide network of physical stores supported by digital channels, including its e-commerce website and mobile application. Nevertheless, the contemporary retail environment has changed significantly as a result of technological advancement, shifting consumer behaviour and stronger competition from online retailers, which has forced traditional organisations to reconsider how they create and deliver customer value (Porter, 2008; Rogers, 2016).
In response to declining high-street footfall and increasing digital competition, M&S has invested in store refurbishment, logistics partnerships and omnichannel retail strategies. Although these initiatives have strengthened operational performance, the organisation continues to face challenges related to personalisation, convenience and the integration of digital and physical channels. Customers now expect smooth transitions between online and in-store environments, as well as tailored recommendations that make purchasing decisions easier. These changing expectations underline the importance of innovation strategies that place customer experience at the centre of competitive advantage (McKinsey, 2023).
Design thinking provides a valuable framework for addressing these issues because it prioritises empathy, experimentation and creative problem-solving. By focusing on customer needs and redesigning experiences around them, organisations can develop innovative solutions that improve both satisfaction and performance. This portfolio therefore applies design thinking frameworks, including the Innovation Ambition Matrix and Customer Journey Mapping, to examine the current innovation approach of Marks & Spencer and identify opportunities for meaningful digital transformation (Brown, 2008).



2. Key Consumer and Industry Trends
The retail industry is currently undergoing substantial transformation driven by technological development and rapidly evolving customer expectations. One of the most important trends is the growth of omnichannel retailing, where customers move easily between online platforms and physical stores throughout the purchasing process. Retail organisations must therefore integrate their digital and physical channels in order to deliver consistent, convenient and connected shopping experiences (Forrester, 2023).
A second major trend is the rising demand for personalised experiences. Consumers increasingly expect brands to understand their preferences and recommend products that are relevant to their individual needs. Retailers that are unable to provide this level of relevance risk losing both engagement and loyalty, as customers are more likely to favour competitors that offer a more tailored experience (Accenture, 2024).
Sustainability has also become a significant factor influencing consumer choice. Many customers now evaluate products not only on price and quality, but also on environmental impact, ethical sourcing and organisational transparency. For this reason, retailers must embed sustainability into both operational practice and customer communication in order to maintain trust and credibility (PwC, 2023).
At the same time, technological developments such as artificial intelligence and advanced data analytics are transforming retail operations. These technologies enable retailers to analyse purchasing behaviour, forecast demand more accurately and design targeted marketing strategies. Organisations that use these tools effectively are better placed to improve efficiency while also enhancing the customer experience (Gartner, 2024).
Economic conditions have also shaped recent consumer behaviour by increasing price sensitivity and encouraging more value-focused decision-making. Despite this pressure, customer expectations in relation to convenience and product quality remain high, meaning that retailers must balance cost efficiency with strong service delivery in order to remain competitive in a challenging environment (UK Retail Consortium, 2024).
Another important trend is the growing importance of customer experience as a source of competitive advantage. In the past, many retailers competed mainly on price and product availability. In the current market, however, experience has become equally important, as customers increasingly value convenience, ease of use and emotional engagement. This means that organisations must do more than simply offer products; they must design journeys that are intuitive, supportive and enjoyable. For Marks & Spencer, this presents both a challenge and an opportunity, as the brand is already associated with trust and quality but can strengthen its position further through a more advanced digital experience (Pine and Gilmore, 2011; Kotler, 2021).
In addition, the rise of mobile commerce has significantly changed how customers interact with retail brands. Smartphones now play a central role in the shopping journey, allowing customers to browse, compare and buy products at any time and from any location. This shift requires retailers to ensure that their mobile platforms are responsive, user-friendly and well designed. A poor mobile experience can create frustration and result in lost sales, while a strong one can significantly increase both engagement and conversion (Chaffey, 2022).
Finally, the influence of social media on purchasing decisions continues to grow, particularly in fashion retail. Platforms such as Instagram and TikTok now play a major role in product discovery, trend awareness and brand engagement. Customers are often influenced by peer recommendations, influencer content and visual trends, which means that retailers must integrate social media into their customer journey and wider marketing strategy. For M&S, more effective use of social platforms could strengthen awareness and direct traffic towards both digital and physical channels (Forrester, 2023).
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3. Innovation Ambition Matrix Analysis
The Innovation Ambition Matrix categorises innovation into three areas: core, adjacent and transformational activity. Core innovation strengthens what an organisation already does, adjacent innovation extends existing capabilities into connected opportunities, and transformational innovation creates substantially new experiences or business models. When used effectively, the matrix helps assess whether a company is simply refining its current operations or also investing in future relevance and differentiation (Osterwalder et al., 2020).
3.1 Core innovation
At M&S, most visible innovation appears to fall within the core category. This includes ongoing work on app functionality, store development, fulfilment improvements and broader digital and technology transformation programmes. These initiatives are important because they enhance reliability, convenience and operational efficiency within the existing retail model. However, although they improve performance, they do not fundamentally alter the nature of the customer experience (Osterwalder et al., 2020; Rogers, 2016).
3.2 Adjacent innovation
M&S also demonstrates evidence of adjacent innovation, particularly where it extends existing strengths into connected services and partnerships. Its online food relationship with Ocado and its broader use of digital tools and external collaboration indicate that the organisation is willing to adapt its current capabilities into nearby opportunities. This reflects a more ambitious approach than simple operational improvement, but it still remains closely tied to the existing business model rather than challenging it directly (Rogers, 2016).
3.3 Transformational innovation
By contrast, transformational innovation at M&S appears considerably more limited. There is little public evidence that the company has fully scaled an integrated AI-powered personal shopping ecosystem, an immersive smart fitting experience or a persistent digital wardrobe model across its retail offer. This does not suggest that M&S ignores innovation altogether, but it does indicate that the organisation is more focused on strengthening its current model than on creating a clearly differentiated future customer experience (Osterwalder et al., 2020; Rogers, 2016).
3.4 Critical comparison
This issue matters strategically because several digital-first retailers now treat personalisation, predictive recommendations and frictionless fulfilment as core strategic capabilities rather than optional enhancements. In comparison, M&S appears more cautious and operationally focused. While such caution may support short-term stability and execution, it may also slow down transformation in a market where customer expectations continue to rise and digital capabilities increasingly shape competitive advantage (McKinsey, 2023; Rogers, 2016).
Figure 1. Innovation Ambition Matrix applied to M&S
	Innovation type
	Meaning
	Current M&S examples
	Evaluation

	Core
	Improving existing products, services and operations
	App updates, store improvements, Click & Collect, digital/technology transformation
	Strongest area; improves efficiency but remains incremental

	Adjacent
	Extending current capabilities into related services
	Online food partnership, digital content, startup-enabled experimentation
	Useful extension, but still close to the current model

	Transformational
	Creating substantially new experiences or models
	Limited at scale currently; proposed SmartStyle would fit here
	Weakest area; major opportunity for future differentiation


Overall, the matrix suggests that M&S is stronger at improving and extending its current business than at reinventing the customer experience. This balance is understandable for a large legacy retailer, but it also reveals why a more ambitious digital initiative is needed if the company wants to compete not only on trust and heritage, but also on experience (Osterwalder et al., 2020; Rogers, 2016).
Retailers such as Amazon and Zalando provide a useful comparison when evaluating Marks & Spencer’s innovation strategy. These companies have invested heavily in transformational innovation, particularly through the use of artificial intelligence and data-driven personalisation. Amazon, for example, uses advanced recommendation systems that analyse behaviour in real time, while Zalando offers personalised fashion suggestions and digital styling tools. These approaches create highly tailored shopping experiences that reduce customer effort and simplify decision-making. In contrast, Marks & Spencer still relies more heavily on traditional browsing and more limited personalisation, which may weaken its competitiveness in digital environments. This comparison suggests that while M&S performs strongly in operational improvements, it needs to accelerate investment in transformational innovation in order to match the level of customer-centric experience delivered by leading digital retailers (Davenport, 2020; McKinsey, 2023).














   




























4. Current Customer Journey Mapping (AS-IS)
Customer Journey Mapping helps visualise what customers do, think and feel across the different stages of their interaction with a brand. In this case, the tool is especially useful because it shifts the analysis away from internal operations and towards the lived customer experience, which is central to design thinking (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Brown, 2008).
At M&S, the current clothing customer journey can be mapped across five broad stages: awareness, consideration, purchase, fulfilment and post-purchase. The company already provides multiple touchpoints, including social media, email, website browsing, app usage, home delivery and Click & Collect. The issue, however, is not the absence of touchpoints, but the limited level of integration and guidance across them (Forrester, 2023).
Figure 2. AS-IS customer journey map for M&S
	Stage
	Customer actions
	Touchpoints
	Feelings
	Pain points

	Awareness
	Sees a product or promotion
	Email, social media, adverts
	Interested
	Messaging can feel generic

	Consideration
	Browses items and compares options
	App, website, store
	Curious but uncertain
	Limited personalisation; sizing doubt

	Purchase
	Adds to basket and checks out
	Online checkout or till
	Hesitant
	Fit confidence is low for some items

	Fulfilment
	Waits for delivery or collects order
	Delivery / Click & Collect
	Neutral
	Delay, stock or convenience issues

	Post-purchase
	Keeps, returns or exchanges item
	Returns desk, customer service
	Sometimes frustrated
	Returns create friction and extra effort


A deeper analysis of the AS-IS journey shows that the core issue is not simply the availability of services, but the lack of integration and support across them. While M&S offers multiple customer touchpoints, these often operate independently rather than as part of one connected experience. For example, a customer may browse online but receive limited support when moving into the store environment, or the reverse. This fragmentation creates friction and weakens the overall effectiveness of the journey (Forrester, 2023).
Another important observation is the emotional dimension of the journey. Customers do not make decisions purely on a rational basis; they are also influenced by feelings such as uncertainty, reassurance and confidence. Within the current M&S journey, uncertainty is especially visible during the consideration and purchase stages, where customers may question size, fit or suitability. This emotional barrier is important because it directly influences conversion and loyalty. As a result, improving emotional reassurance is just as important as improving functional efficiency (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
Furthermore, the high level of returns in clothing retail suggests that the journey does not adequately support decision-making before purchase. Returns should not be understood only as a logistics issue, but also as a sign of a deeper experience problem. If customers regularly return products, it indicates that the browsing and selection stages are not effectively aligning expectations with outcomes. This further reinforces the need for more relevant guidance and better personalised support (Davenport, 2020).
From a design thinking perspective, these insights highlight the need to redesign the journey around customer needs rather than organisational processes. Instead of focusing only on how efficiently transactions are completed, the organisation should prioritise how confidently customers are able to make decisions. This shift in perspective is essential for developing more user-centred and effective solutions (Brown, 2008).
The most significant weakness in the current journey lies in the transition between consideration and purchase. Customers may like the product itself, yet still feel uncertain about sizing, suitability or styling. Without stronger digital guidance, the experience remains functional rather than confidence-building. As Lemon and Verhoef note, customer experience is shaped across the whole journey, not only at checkout, so unresolved uncertainty at this stage can negatively affect both satisfaction and loyalty later on (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
A further weakness is that the current journey is more transactional than relational. Customers are able to browse and buy, but they are not strongly supported through a personalised experience that extends beyond the moment of purchase. From a design thinking perspective, this reveals a clear opportunity to redesign the journey around reassurance, relevance and continuity (Brown, 2008; IDEO, 2019).




5. Proposed Digital Transformation Initiative: SmartStyle
Based on the analysis above, this portfolio proposes SmartStyle, an AI-powered personal shopping ecosystem for M&S clothing and home. SmartStyle would combine customer profiling, personalised recommendations, virtual fitting support, smart in-store assistance and post-purchase wardrobe management within one connected system. The objective is not simply to digitise more touchpoints, but to redesign the journey around confidence, convenience and relevance (Brown, 2008; Rogers, 2016).
The initiative would begin within the M&S app, where customers create a style-and-fit profile by entering preferences, selected measurements and purchase intentions. AI tools would then recommend products, complete looks and likely sizes based on this profile and prior behaviour. This would help reduce one of the biggest barriers in fashion retail: uncertainty about fit and product suitability before purchase (Davenport, 2020).
In-store, SmartStyle would connect to smart mirrors or digital fitting-room screens that suggest complementary items, alternative sizes and styling ideas. This would create stronger continuity between online browsing and physical shopping, helping M&S move closer to a genuinely integrated omnichannel experience. Importantly, the technology would not replace human service, but rather enhance it by giving both staff and customers better information at the point of decision (Forrester, 2023; Davenport, 2020).
After purchase, customers could save items into a digital wardrobe in the app, where they would receive styling suggestions, care advice and sustainability information. This would extend the relationship beyond the transaction itself and encourage repeat engagement. Strategically, this is what makes SmartStyle transformational: it creates a connected experience before, during and after purchase, rather than simply refining isolated steps (Brown, 2008; IDEO, 2019).
Although SmartStyle offers significant benefits, its implementation would also involve challenges and risks. One major issue is the integration of new technologies into existing systems, particularly the need to combine data from different channels accurately in order to build reliable customer profiles. There may also be privacy concerns, as some customers could be hesitant to share personal data required for personalisation. M&S would therefore need to ensure transparency and full compliance with regulations such as GDPR. Another challenge concerns cost, including investment in artificial intelligence systems, virtual fitting tools and in-store digital infrastructure. Even so, the long-term benefits of improved experience, lower return rates and stronger loyalty are likely to outweigh the initial investment. From a design thinking perspective, these risks can be managed through gradual rollout, pilot testing and continuous refinement based on user feedback (Rogers, 2016; Brown, 2008).
An important strength of the SmartStyle concept is its ability to create a continuous and connected experience across all touchpoints. Rather than treating online and offline channels separately, the system integrates them into one ecosystem in which customer data can move fluidly between platforms. This ensures that customers receive consistent recommendations and support regardless of how they choose to interact with the brand. Such continuity is increasingly essential in modern retail, where customers expect flexibility without fragmentation (Rogers, 2016).
Another advantage of SmartStyle is its potential to strengthen customer confidence through predictive and assistive technologies. By analysing previous behaviour and preferences, the system can anticipate customer needs and suggest relevant products before the customer actively searches for them. This proactive approach reduces effort and simplifies decision-making, making the experience more efficient and enjoyable. In addition, virtual fitting tools can offer reassurance by improving size recommendations, directly addressing one of the key pain points identified in the AS-IS journey (Davenport, 2020).
SmartStyle also supports a more engaging and interactive in-store experience. Traditional retail environments often rely on customers browsing independently, but the use of smart mirrors and digital tools can turn this into a more guided and personalised interaction. Customers would be able to receive real-time suggestions, explore alternatives and make more informed decisions without leaving the fitting room. This creates a stronger connection between digital and physical retail, enhancing the overall brand experience (Chaffey, 2022).
Finally, the digital wardrobe feature extends the customer relationship beyond the point of purchase. By storing purchased items and providing ongoing recommendations, the system encourages continued engagement and repeat purchasing. This shifts the focus from one-off transactions to longer-term relationships, which is essential for building loyalty in a competitive market. Strategically, this reflects a move towards experience-based retail, where value is created through continuous interaction rather than isolated purchases (Pine and Gilmore, 2011).


6. Enhanced Customer Journey Mapping (TO-BE)
The redesigned SmartStyle journey introduces a more guided and confidence-driven process. Instead of leaving customers to move between channels with limited support, it connects discovery, decision and aftercare into one coherent system. This directly addresses the pain points identified in the AS-IS journey (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016; Brown, 2008).
Figure 3. TO-BE customer journey map with SmartStyle
	Stage
	SmartStyle experience
	Main technology
	Intended value

	Onboarding
	Customer builds profile
	App + AI profile tools
	Stronger relevance from the start

	Discovery
	Tailored products and outfits appear
	Recommendation engine
	Less search effort, more relevance

	Try-on
	Virtual fit support and size guidance
	Virtual fitting tools
	Higher purchase confidence

	Purchase
	Faster, more assured checkout
	Integrated checkout
	Less hesitation, higher conversion

	In-store
	Smart mirror support and styling
	Smart mirror / fitting tools
	Better omnichannel continuity

	Aftercare
	Digital wardrobe, care and sustainability info
	App-based wardrobe
	Ongoing engagement and loyalty


This TO-BE map shows that SmartStyle adds value throughout the entire journey rather than only at the moment of sale. It reduces friction, increases confidence and creates a more personalised relationship between the customer and the brand. In design thinking terms, the solution responds not only to practical pain points but also to emotional needs, which is essential for creating stronger customer experiences (IDEO, 2019; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
The concept was developed through a design thinking logic of identifying pain points, exploring their root causes and redesigning the journey around the user. In practical terms, the most significant root causes were generic digital interaction, sizing uncertainty and a fragmented channel experience. SmartStyle responds to all three through one integrated system (Brown, 2008; IDEO, 2019).
The redesigned journey also introduces a stronger sense of continuity, something often missing in traditional retail experiences. Instead of treating each stage as a separate interaction, SmartStyle connects them into one unified process where customer preferences and data are carried forward throughout the journey. This continuity ensures that customers do not need to repeat actions or search for information more than once, significantly improving both efficiency and satisfaction. From a design thinking perspective, this reflects a move from isolated touchpoints towards a more holistic approach to experience design (IDEO, 2019).
Furthermore, the TO-BE journey improves both the functional and emotional dimensions of the experience. Functionally, it reduces customer effort through automation and intelligent recommendation. Emotionally, it builds confidence and reduces anxiety associated with purchase decisions, particularly in clothing retail. This dual impact is essential because customer experience is shaped not only by what people can do, but also by how they feel during the process. By addressing both dimensions, SmartStyle creates a more meaningful and engaging relationship between the customer and the brand (Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).


















7. Organisational Impact and Measurement
From the customer perspective, SmartStyle would be expected to improve confidence, reduce decision fatigue and make shopping feel more relevant and connected. These outcomes are important because improved confidence tends to support both satisfaction and repeat engagement, especially in fashion categories where uncertainty about fit often delays purchase decisions (Accenture, 2024; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
From the business perspective, the likely benefits include higher conversion, fewer avoidable returns, stronger loyalty and richer first-party customer data. These gains are strategically important because they combine immediate commercial value with longer-term learning about customer behaviour. In other words, SmartStyle would not only improve the current journey, but also support better decision-making across product, marketing and stock planning (McKinsey, 2023; Davenport, 2020).
The success of the initiative could be measured through a clear set of KPIs, including a reduction in clothing return rates, growth in app engagement, an increase in average basket value, stronger Net Promoter Score and a higher contribution from digital sales. These measures would allow M&S to assess both customer and commercial outcomes, rather than focusing only on whether the technology itself is being used (Rogers, 2016).
In order to evaluate the success of SmartStyle effectively, M&S would need to implement a broader range of performance indicators. One of the most important would be the return rate within the clothing category, as a reduction would indicate stronger sizing confidence and better purchasing decisions. Another important measure would be conversion rate, which shows the proportion of customers who complete a purchase after browsing. Improvements here would suggest that the recommendation and personalisation features are working effectively. Net Promoter Score would provide insight into customer perception of the overall experience, while engagement indicators such as time spent in the app, frequency of use and interaction with recommendation features would reveal how customers respond to the system. Together, these measures would provide a comprehensive picture of both customer experience and business performance, ensuring that the innovation delivers measurable value (McKinsey, 2023; Davenport, 2020).
In addition to measurable indicators, SmartStyle could generate qualitative benefits that are equally important for long-term success. For example, improved customer trust and stronger perceived brand value may not appear immediately in numerical metrics, but they can influence loyalty over time. A more personalised and seamless experience can strengthen emotional connections with the brand, making customers more likely to return and recommend M&S to others. This highlights the importance of combining quantitative and qualitative evaluation when assessing innovation outcomes (Kotler, 2021).
Moreover, the data generated through SmartStyle can support continuous improvement through feedback loops. By analysing customer interactions, preferences and behaviour, M&S can refine recommendations, improve product offerings and adapt its strategies more effectively. This creates a more dynamic system in which innovation is not treated as a one-off initiative, but as an ongoing process driven by customer insight. Such an approach strongly aligns with design thinking, which emphasises iteration, learning and adaptation as central components of successful innovation (Brown, 2008).













8. Strategic Implications for Future Innovation
Beyond its immediate benefits, SmartStyle would have wider strategic implications for M&S. Most importantly, it would help shift the organisation from a mainly core-and-adjacent innovation profile towards a more transformational one. This matters because long-term competitiveness in retail increasingly depends not only on operational efficiency, but on the ability to redesign customer experience in ways that feel distinctive and relevant (Osterwalder et al., 2020; Rogers, 2016).
The data and insight generated by SmartStyle could also support future innovation in assortment planning, sustainability communication, personalised marketing and inventory forecasting. Over time, this would help M&S develop a more agile innovation culture in which customer insight feeds directly into strategic decision-making. In this sense, the initiative is not only a customer-experience solution, but also a platform for broader organisational learning (McKinsey, 2023; Davenport, 2020).
Another important strategic implication is SmartStyle’s potential to support long-term digital transformation across the organisation. By integrating artificial intelligence and customer data into everyday operations, M&S can develop a more data-driven culture that supports continuous innovation. This is particularly important in a fast-changing retail environment, where the ability to respond quickly to new trends and shifting customer expectations often determines long-term success (McKinsey, 2023).
In addition, the implementation of SmartStyle could strengthen the brand’s positioning as a modern and customer-focused retailer. While M&S is already associated with quality and trust, stronger digital capabilities would allow the company to appeal to a broader and more technologically engaged audience. This combination of heritage and innovation could provide a distinctive competitive advantage, setting the brand apart from both traditional competitors and digital-first retailers (Kotler, 2021).





9. Conclusion
This portfolio has applied the Innovation Ambition Matrix and Customer Journey Mapping to examine innovation and customer experience at Marks & Spencer. The analysis shows that M&S is stronger in core and adjacent innovation than in transformational innovation, and that its current customer journey is serviceable but still fragmented, generic and overly transactional in important areas (Osterwalder et al., 2020; Lemon and Verhoef, 2016).
The proposed SmartStyle initiative addresses these weaknesses by creating a digitally integrated, customer-centred ecosystem that improves product discovery, fit confidence, in-store continuity and post-purchase engagement. As a result, it offers M&S a realistic pathway towards stronger differentiation, better customer outcomes and more strategic use of data (Brown, 2008; Rogers, 2016).
In conclusion, the case of M&S demonstrates that customer-centred digital transformation is no longer optional for established retailers. To remain relevant, organisations must move beyond isolated digital improvements and redesign the journey around what customers actually need. SmartStyle provides one practical and strategically credible example of how M&S could begin that transition (Porter, 2008; Brown, 2008).
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