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Introduction

This case study looks at information systems and, in particular, that which is used by the popular retailer Marks & Spencer.  The objective of the report is to understand and explain the use of information systems within the business setting and discover the benefits and competitive advantages, if any of using such systems.  An analysis of the competitive environment is also be carried out using Porter’s Five Forces 

The report explains information systems generally, a little of the history of information systems, their components and how they work.  To do this the report studies how theories such as the decision making theory and systems theory can be used in a beneficial way for the business.  

This report is formulated as a case study using Marks & Spencer (M&S) information systems as the subject.  
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Information Systems – a history

There are many ways in which to describe Information Systems and many would use computer systems and information systems interchangeably.  However, Laudon and Laudon’s definition (2015, p. 45) refers to information systems as “a set of interrelated components that collect, process, store, and distribute information to support decision making and control in an organization”.
According to Hyman (1984) in a review of Geoffrey D Austrian’s biography on Herman Hollerith (1982), one of the first information management systems was created by Hollerith.  Hollerith invented a mechanical tabulation machine sometime between 1881 and 1890 which was subsequently used on several occasions one of which was to help sort punch cards in the 1890 consensus.  Despite this early use of a information gathering and collating system, the term “Information System” wasn’t used until much later.  
Since that time, with emergency of new and more advanced technology and the simplifying of the use of computer programs, information systems have become much more widespread. Zwass (2020) 
This case study looks the use of information systems (IS) within the Marks and Spencer retail organisation and answers questions around the use of IS and IT (Information Technology).
Company Profile – Marks and Spencer
Marks & Spencer was first established as a penny bazaar in Leeds in 1884 (Marks and Spencer, 2022) and are a UK based British company which has a reputation as a quality retailer.  M&S not only retail in food, home wares and clothing, they also offer financial and energy services.  This is a business headquartered in London however, they also have over 1500 stores globally.  They trade via stores and also have a well established online presence. (Marks & Spencer, 2022)., 
In 2020, Marks & Spencer began a collaboration which allows Ocado to provide M&S food products via their online platform.  This “transformational” change allowed M&S food to be available via online delivery for the first time. (Marks & Spencer, 2020)
Question 1 - Explain how M&S benefits from using information systems
Marks and Spencer use a system called Integrated Customer Ordering Services (“ICOS”).   This system is the result of collaboration between Marks & Spencer and Amazon Services e-commerce offering.  This provides the technology which supports the Marks & Spencer website as well as the in-store, telephone ordering and customer services system (Marks & Spencer, 2005).  The ICOS system contains data on each product sold by the Marks and Spencer group and each product has a code.  This system provides access to up to date data on the availability of their products, which allows for smoother handling of placing orders, editing existing order and price changes.  This system allows the sharing of data relating to their products and stock levels across all their stores and gives the store workers greater flexibility and knowledge when liaising with customers.  By using this type of information system, they are able to provide a more streamlined and efficient customer ordering experience giving customers a feeling of confidence when dealing with the Marks and Spencer brand and serving to improve the customer experience.
Using the ICOS allows managers and staff to also run reports giving details of products sold, product availability and thus allows the business to manage customer expectations. 
The benefits for Marks and Spencer of using information and technology systems can be numerous and include; improved collection of customer feedback which can help the business to improve products, availability and range of products.  From the data collected, it can also show where new products may need to be sourced or created to fill any potential gaps in customer need.  Having products available online also opens up a market which is far reaching and again, improves customer experience as they can shop from the comfort of their homes or wherever they may be at any given time.  Automation of processes which can reduce costs improve accuracy of operations and help make the forming of decisions faster, as an example, pricing is contained within the system and by scanning, price updates can be made very quickly.  To add to this, there is the marketing advantage of knowing whether any promotional items are being purchased more during a promotion period.  Another advantage is the ability to communicate with customers, business partners and suppliers of the products which are sold in the store.
There are also disadvantages in that the implementation of technology and information systems can be a huge outlay for any company.  Automation can also lead to the loss of “human” facing roles and reduce the “human touch” element of a shopper’s experience both of which are still important factors in retail.

However, it would seem the gains here would outweigh many of the disadvantages as it is possible that the increase in customer satisfaction should equal an increase in revenue thereby allowing the company to earn back any spend on IT/IS.
Question 2 - Choose one of the information systems implemented by M&S and describe the input, processing, and output of such a system?
Voice of the customer Feedback System

In 2015 Marks & Spencer launched a “voice of the customer” approach system to capture customer feedback.  This information was analysed and used to improve customer experience.  As a result customer satisfaction increased by 23%.  The following outlines how the input-processing and output operates.
Input

The input for this system is captured directly from customer’s using surveys and rating systems.  The customers are asked to rate their experience, and also questions such as whether or not they would recommend the M&S brand, the types of products they purchase and how they feel about the suitability, quality of the product.  The data collected also includes information on staff and how helpful they are, the customer’s in store experience and how long they are made to wait to get help or assistance whether in store, online or on the telephone.  This is an example of collecting tacit knowledge, which, simply put, is personal knowledge that is held by individuals (Dampney, Busch and Richards, 2007).  This is also known as qualitative data.

Processing

The data which is collected is then analysed using sorting techniques which would allow the customer information to be organised in groups such as products purchased, availability of the products, age, demographic, whether they purchase only food, clothing or home items or all, the mode of purchase i.e. instore or online, satisfied or dissatisfied customer and freeform comments which may touch on the same issues or praise the same department or staff members.  
Output

Following processing the output will be transformed into usable information The output takes the form of a report or dashboard which shows any best sellers, poor sellers, stores with poor or very good customer experiences and the types of customers who shop in each of the stores.  This information can be used for marketing and targeting any areas which may which need additional attention or identify gaps in what is available versus what customers are looking for.  The benefit of having this information can help to improve customer satisfaction and the brand’s reputation as a retailer who listens to their customers.
Question 3 - In what ways does the IS/IT systems used by M&S helps them to achieve a competitive advantage?

Using Information Systems and Information Technology is a good way to help Marks and Spencer achieve a competitive advantage.  In order to illustrate this point, the Porter’s Five Forces model is used to demonstrate.  
Porter’s Five Forces Framework

Porters Five Forces is a framework.  The framework was developed by Michal Porter in 1980 and is used to analyse the external competitive environment using five factors (Khude, 2021):

Threat of substitute products or services
The availability of substitute goods.  The more bespoke the goods are to your business lessens the less possibility that they will be purchasable elsewhere.  

For Marks & Spencer, the threat of substitute products or services is relatively low.  Although they sell items which can also be purchased elsewhere, their brand is associated with quality and they have a loyal customer base.  There are retailers who will attempt to create some of the products which Marks & Spencer sell for example Aldi recently created a version of Marks and Spencer bestselling “Colin the Caterpillar” cake which resulted in Marks & Spencer taking legal action (The Guardian, 2022).  The court action taken wasn’t necessarily due to the effects of a rival but to protect their “intellectual capital”.  It isn’t clear whether this product affected M&S sales of the product.
Bargaining power of suppliers 

The power of suppliers relates to whether or not the goods which the business purchases is easily obtainable.  If for example, the business sells a bespoke product, it may well be that there are fewer sources to buy materials, meaning the supplier can influence the price a company is willing to pay.
Marks and Spencer source their materials and goods in countries such as Bangladesh, China, Cambodia, Vietnam, India and Turkey (M&S, 2020) which allows them to keep their costs lost and their bargaining power high although, M&S have committed to paying a fair price to suppliers and supporting local communities.

Bargaining power of buyers 

The ability of customers to influence the price of goods and services.  This influence can vary dependent on the size of the company and their customer base.
Marks and Spencer has a loyal customer base however, in the current climate, customers are increasingly demanding value for money.  Therefore, customers have chosen to shop where prices are lower.  In response to this, in 2019, M&S cut the prices of 500 food items to attempt to win back customers who were using cheaper alternatives such as Lidl (Uttley, 2019)
Threat of new entrants 

This is the entrance of a new brand or company which operates in the same market space or sells the same types of product.
Marks and Spencer has a large customer base who are loyal however, despite this, relatively new players in this market who sell economically priced clothing such as Primark, could well become a threat to their clothing side of the business.  Due to the current climate the retailers who are selling cheaper brands of everyday products have taken up a prominent positions in retail.  In 2018, Primark were poised to overtake M&S as the UK’s largest fashion retailer (Steven, 2018)
Competitive Rivalry among existing competitors. 
The number of competitors in the market.  The more businesses in the industry the greater the competition and the less power the business will have and also the less they will be able to influence price.
The high street has lost a great number of retail businesses over the course of the pandemic and prior to this.  These include large department stores such as Debenhams and John Lewis which gave M&S room to become the number one retailer.  However, as mentioned previously in this report, there is a real threat from Primark stores to the clothing side of the business and also threats from stores such as Aldi and Lidl are attempting to copy M&S products.

For Marks & Spencer, their competitive advantage is good due to their reputation, name and long term loyal customers however, when it comes to their food and clothing departments, there is a real threat from cheaper retailers and they will need to ensure they have a strategy in place to combat this.
Question 4 - Explain what the challenges are for M&S in implementing a new Enterprise Resource Planning (ERP) system. 

Some of the challenges of implementing an ERP system include: whether an ERP is actually needed, the costs involved and whether the benefits would outweigh those costs.  This can be overcome by doing in depth analysis of the business and identifying any gaps where the ERP could result in improvement in efficiencies which would translate to cost savings.  For example, having an automated system for booking annual leave instead of using the resources of a person to manually update systems every time someone needs time off.
What type of system to buy.  Again this would require analysis of the business and matching to the capabilities of the systems in place.  This could be overcome by bringing in an outside agency to carry out an assessment.

How and then to implement.  To overcome this, consult with employees at all levels and run education sessions in the lead up to the system being installed. Training would be needed by all departments and managers.  This would need to be ongoing as the systems update.

Other challenge include:

Lack of leadership commitment

Lack of effective project management
Conflicts 

Mishandling of change management

Question 5 - Prepare a plan including the steps M&S should take to implement a new ERP system. 
In order to implement an Enterprise Resource Planning system, Marks and Spencer would need to ensure you have put together a team and assigned roles so everyone is aware of the challenge and expected end goal.  Also:
Define your business case
In order to sell the idea to the leadership team it will be necessary to be able to show where such a system would add value in order to justify any costs incurred.
Systems requirements
Analyse the existing systems and any gaps to establish requirements.

Have a budget plan
Plan for the costs and ensure there is a sound budget in plan in place.

Hire experts
Partner with outside providers who specialise in this area
Select and charter project management team
Put together the players in the project team, assign roles and create a project charter.

Create a Launch Plan
Establish internal and external messaging to keep employees and customers informed.  Things will look different once this change has been made and customers and colleagues need to know this is not due to a “faulty” system.  Avoid losing the confidence of all parties, 
Leadership approval
Ensure all your documentation, evidence and analyses thought processes are in place in order to show the leadership team that the ground work has been done.
Training assessment
Carry out an assessment of the training requirements

Core team training
Prioritise training of the management team.  This team will help to disseminate information to the wider colleague population and act as “super users” to assist with the training of other members of the company.  Always having an “expert” on hand will give employees confidence in using the system and knowing they can get help quickly.
End-user training
This is the wider colleague population undergoing training and education.

Conclusion
This report has carried out a review of the Marks and Spencer business and how they use information systems to enhance their business currently.  From the information, it is clear that the use of Information and Technology systems has allowed this company to improve their customer’s experience and grow their business and revenue.  Using their transformation project, the business have automated their internal business processes, their ordering systems and improved their online presence by using an e-commerce platform via Amazon. The result of the use of IS and IT, less resource is taken up carrying out manual admin tasks such as form filling.  Services and products can be delivered to customers in a more timely fashion and the business has the power of information gleaned from customer feedback which will enable them to continually improve the services they offer, the products they sell and the platforms by which they operate.  The data gathered will allow the business to fill any gaps where products available do not match the customer need which would enable the business to create new product lines or consider replacing others which do not have a great uptake by the customer population.  

These are all positive effects for the business and therefore this report concludes the use of Data, Knowledge and information is a benefit strategy for this company. 
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