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Executive Summary
This report examines the proposed deployment of ConnectPlus, an AI-driven customer loyalty platform, within Marks and Spencer (M&S), a major UK retailer operating across clothing, home and food. The project is designed to improve customer engagement, personalisation and retention through responsible use of customer information and artificial intelligence. M&S operates within a complex stakeholder environment that includes employees, customers, managers, suppliers, technology providers, delivery partners, regulators and other commercial partners. Each group has different levels of power, interest, expectations and responsibilities.
Stakeholder mapping is therefore central to the project. The power-interest matrix and the salience model can help M&S determine which stakeholders require close management, regular consultation or periodic communication. A structured engagement approach based on communication, consultation, collaboration and dedication can improve trust and support adoption of the platform. The report also considers a RACI framework, communication planning, stakeholder lifecycle and conflict-management approaches.
The report identifies privacy, algorithmic bias, cybersecurity, employee resistance and supplier concerns as important risks. These risks are especially relevant when AI is used to personalise offers or analyse customer behaviour. Strong governance, transparency, clear accountability and continuous stakeholder feedback are recommended. Sustainable stakeholder engagement can improve customer satisfaction, operational coordination, innovation, brand trust and long-term business performance while ensuring that technological development remains responsible and aligned with M&S's wider organisational objectives.
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1. Introduction
Marks and Spencer (M&S) is a long-established UK retailer with a strong presence in clothing, home and food. The company combines physical stores with digital retail channels and therefore operates in an environment where customer expectations, technology and competition continue to change. Digital transformation creates opportunities to improve customer experience, but it also requires careful coordination between the organisation and the stakeholders affected by new systems.
This report proposes the introduction of ConnectPlus, an AI-driven customer loyalty platform for M&S. The platform would use customer information, purchasing patterns and engagement data to support more relevant recommendations, rewards and communications. The purpose is not simply to increase sales, but to create a more consistent relationship between M&S and its customers while supporting data-informed management decisions.
The project requires stakeholder engagement because successful implementation depends on more than technology. Senior management must approve resources and strategic priorities; IT and data teams must design and secure the system; store and customer-service employees must understand the changes; customers must trust the way their information is used; suppliers and technology partners must coordinate with the platform; and regulators must be satisfied that relevant legal and ethical requirements are addressed.
The report applies stakeholder theory, the salience model and Mendelow's power-interest matrix. It then develops an engagement strategy using communication, consultation, collaboration and dedication. The analysis also considers conflict management, RACI responsibilities, the stakeholder engagement lifecycle and the business, operational, strategic, ethical and governance impacts of sustainable engagement.
2. SMART Objectives
The first objective is to improve customer retention by approximately 8% through relevant AI-supported personalisation, rewards and customer communications. The objective is specific because it focuses on retention, measurable through customer retention and repeat-purchase indicators, achievable through a controlled digital pilot, relevant to customer loyalty and time-bound through the initial implementation and evaluation period.
The second objective is to complete stakeholder identification and mapping before the platform is fully deployed. Internal and external stakeholders will be assessed according to their power, interest, legitimacy and urgency. This will support prioritisation and reduce the possibility of important stakeholders being overlooked.
The third objective is to maintain strong data-protection and governance controls. The project should align its information-handling processes with applicable UK data-protection requirements, including UK GDPR principles where relevant. Security, transparency, access controls and responsible AI practices should be reviewed throughout the project.
The fourth objective is to establish a structured stakeholder engagement process within six months. The process should include regular project meetings, consultation sessions, feedback channels, performance dashboards and communication updates. The aim is to improve coordination between business functions and external partners.
The fifth objective is to reduce stakeholder conflict through early communication and formal feedback loops. Concerns about data use, algorithmic recommendations, employee workload, customer experience or commercial impacts should be recorded, assessed and resolved through appropriate negotiation or mediation.
3. Stakeholder Identification & Analysis
3.1 Stakeholder Theory Foundation
Stakeholder theory argues that organisations should consider the interests of parties that affect or are affected by organisational activity. Freeman, Harrison and Zyglidopoulos (2018) emphasise value creation for stakeholders rather than a narrow focus on financial outcomes. For M&S, this means that the ConnectPlus project should create value for customers and the organisation while also considering employees, suppliers, regulators, technology partners and other groups.
The salience model assesses stakeholders through power, legitimacy and urgency. Power reflects the ability to influence project outcomes; legitimacy reflects the appropriateness of a stakeholder's involvement; and urgency reflects how quickly stakeholder concerns require attention. This approach helps project leaders distinguish between stakeholders who require immediate and intensive management and those who can be monitored with lighter engagement.
Mendelow's power-interest matrix provides another useful method. High-power, high-interest stakeholders should be managed closely. High-power, lower-interest groups should be kept satisfied. Lower-power but highly interested groups should be kept informed, while those with low power and low interest can be monitored. Combining these approaches creates a more balanced basis for stakeholder prioritisation.
4. Internal Stakeholders
Senior leadership represents a high-power stakeholder group because executives control strategic direction, resources and investment decisions. Their role is to confirm that ConnectPlus supports M&S's wider customer, digital and commercial priorities. They also need evidence that the project provides value without creating unacceptable operational, financial or reputational risk.
The project manager coordinates activities, milestones, resources and stakeholder expectations. The project manager should maintain a clear governance structure and ensure that decisions, risks and dependencies are visible to the appropriate decision-makers.
IT, software and cybersecurity specialists are responsible for platform architecture, integration, system performance and security. Data scientists and analytics specialists develop models that can identify useful patterns in customer behaviour. Their work must be balanced with privacy, fairness and explainability requirements.
Marketing and customer-relationship teams are important because they translate platform capability into customer-facing loyalty activity. They can design campaigns, rewards and communications while monitoring customer response. Store managers and customer-service employees are also important because they interact directly with customers and may identify practical problems that are not visible in technical testing.
Legal, compliance and information-governance teams should review the use of personal information, privacy notices, consent or other lawful bases where applicable, retention practices and supplier arrangements. Finance and procurement teams also have an interest because the project requires investment, vendor management and value-for-money assessment.
5. External Stakeholders
Customers are the central external stakeholder group. Their participation determines whether the platform produces genuine loyalty and engagement. Customers may value relevant offers and easier digital interactions, but they may also be concerned about privacy, excessive personalisation or the accuracy of recommendations. Customer feedback must therefore be part of the design and testing process.
Suppliers and commercial partners can be affected when loyalty activity changes product demand, promotional planning or customer expectations. Technology providers may supply cloud, analytics, security or software capabilities. Delivery and fulfilment partners can also influence the customer experience because loyalty benefits are ultimately connected to reliable service.
Regulators and relevant public authorities have a legitimate interest in ensuring that personal data and automated decision-making are handled responsibly. Their expectations make compliance and governance important from the earliest stages rather than after the technology has been deployed.
Investors and other external stakeholders may be interested in whether digital investment produces sustainable commercial value and protects the reputation of the M&S brand. Their expectations reinforce the need for measurable outcomes, risk controls and transparent governance.
6. Stakeholder Mapping Tools
6.1 Power–Interest Matrix
High power / high interest: senior leadership, project leadership, legal/compliance and major technology decision-makers. These stakeholders require close management.
High power / lower interest: major suppliers, selected commercial partners and some senior corporate functions. They should be kept satisfied and updated on material changes.
Lower power / high interest: customers, store colleagues and customer-service teams. They should receive accessible information and meaningful opportunities to provide feedback.
Lower power / lower interest: peripheral vendors and stakeholders with limited influence over the project. They can be monitored and updated when relevant.
6.2 Salience Model
The salience model adds greater depth by considering power, legitimacy and urgency. Senior leadership and compliance stakeholders may possess strong levels of all three attributes during critical project decisions. Customers possess strong legitimacy and may have high urgency where privacy or service issues arise. Employees can become highly salient during implementation because their cooperation is essential for operational adoption. Smaller suppliers may have legitimate interests but lower power and urgency.
7. Critical Analysis
Stakeholder power is not evenly distributed. Senior leaders control investment and strategic approval, while customers control adoption through their willingness to engage. Employees have practical knowledge of operational processes, but may have less formal decision-making authority. This imbalance means that M&S should avoid treating stakeholder engagement as a one-way communication exercise.
AI creates additional complexity because decisions can depend on data quality, model design and algorithmic assumptions. A technically successful platform could still fail if customers do not trust it or if employees do not understand its purpose. Sustainable governance should therefore combine technical controls with stakeholder participation.
8. Roles, Responsibilities, Benefits & Challenges
8.1 Roles
IT teams are responsible for system development, integration, testing and security. Data specialists design and evaluate personalisation models. Marketing teams translate customer insight into loyalty offers and communications. Legal and compliance teams provide guidance on privacy and responsible data use. Project managers coordinate delivery, while store and customer-service teams support implementation and collect practical feedback. Customers provide experience-based feedback on usability, relevance and trust.
8.2 Benefits
A successful platform can improve customer experience by providing more relevant rewards and communications. Better retention can support repeat purchasing and reduce the cost of repeatedly acquiring customers. Customer analytics can also support management decision-making by showing patterns in engagement and response.
The project may create competitive differentiation by combining M&S's established brand and customer relationships with more advanced digital personalisation. It can also support innovation by creating feedback loops between customers, employees and management.
8.3 Challenges
Privacy is a major challenge. Customers may be uncomfortable if they do not understand how their information is collected or used. Algorithmic bias is another concern because poorly designed models may produce unfair or inaccurate recommendations. Cybersecurity and system dependency can create operational risks.
Employees may resist changes if they believe AI will increase workload or reduce their role. Suppliers may be concerned if changes to promotions or recommendations affect demand. Different customer groups may also respond differently to personalisation, meaning that engagement must be tested rather than assumed.
9. Stakeholder Engagement Strategy and Conflict Management
9.1 Theoretical Foundation
Stakeholder engagement should be based on long-term value creation. Freeman, Harrison and Zyglidopoulos (2018) argue for considering stakeholder interests within organisational value creation. Relationship marketing also emphasises the value of sustained relationships rather than purely transactional interactions (Wongsansukcharoen, 2022). These ideas are relevant to M&S because customer loyalty depends on trust, consistent service and meaningful engagement.
A relational stakeholder perspective also highlights trust, interaction and cooperation. For ConnectPlus, this means that M&S should not only communicate what the platform does, but should provide mechanisms through which stakeholders can question, influence and improve the project.
9.2 Engagement Framework – 4C Model
Communication involves sharing clear, accurate and timely information. M&S should explain the purpose of ConnectPlus, the benefits expected and the controls used to protect customer information.
Consultation gives stakeholders an opportunity to express concerns and provide feedback. Customer research, employee workshops and supplier discussions can identify issues before they become major implementation problems.
Collaboration requires different groups to work together. Technical teams should collaborate with marketing, legal, operations and customer-facing colleagues rather than developing the system in isolation.
Dedication reflects long-term commitment. Stakeholder engagement should continue after launch through performance reviews, customer feedback, employee learning and governance checks. This reduces the risk that engagement disappears once the technology goes live.
10. Communication Plan
Internal communication should include regular project meetings for leadership and project teams, short operational briefings for store and customer-service colleagues, and dashboards showing project progress, adoption, risks and performance. Communication should use accessible language so that non-technical employees understand how ConnectPlus affects their work.
External communication should be tailored to customers, suppliers, technology partners and regulators. Customers should receive clear information about relevant features and the handling of their data. Regulators should receive appropriate compliance information. Partners should be informed of technical, operational or commercial dependencies.
Digital dashboards can support timely decision-making by presenting engagement, performance and risk information. However, dashboards should complement rather than replace human judgement and direct stakeholder dialogue.
11. RACI Matrix
	Activity
	IT/Data
	Project Manager
	Legal/Compliance
	Customers & Employees

	System development and AI integration
	R
	A
	C
	I

	Data protection and governance
	C
	A
	R
	I

	Customer research and feedback
	C
	A
	C
	R

	Project progress reporting
	C
	R/A
	C
	I

	Product and loyalty communications
	C
	A
	C
	C


The RACI structure clarifies who is Responsible, Accountable, Consulted and Informed. It reduces ambiguity and supports faster decisions. The project manager remains accountable for coordination, while specialist teams retain responsibility for their professional areas.
12. Stakeholder Engagement Lifecycle
Identification is the first stage and ensures that all relevant stakeholder groups are recognised. Mapping then categorises them according to power, interest and salience. Prioritisation directs resources toward stakeholders with the greatest potential impact on project success.
Engagement follows through consultation, collaboration and communication. Follow-up activities monitor stakeholder responses and identify emerging concerns. A feedback loop then allows M&S to change engagement methods, training or platform features when evidence shows that improvements are required.
13. Conflict Management Strategies
Conflicts should be addressed early rather than allowed to become project blockers. Negotiation can be used where stakeholders have competing interests but a mutually beneficial solution is possible. For example, customer personalisation goals may need to be balanced against privacy concerns.
Mediation can help where departments disagree about implementation priorities. The project manager or an independent facilitator can clarify the evidence, identify shared objectives and document an agreed course of action. The salience model can also support prioritisation when multiple stakeholder demands compete for limited resources.
Ethical concerns should not be treated as ordinary operational disagreements. Where a stakeholder raises a serious concern about privacy, discrimination or inappropriate data use, the issue should receive formal governance review before deployment continues.
14. Cultural and Global Considerations
M&S is strongly associated with the UK market but also operates in international contexts and engages with global suppliers and technology providers. Customer expectations can vary between markets and demographic groups. Communication should therefore be adapted to language, culture and local expectations.
Data-protection requirements also differ across jurisdictions. A common governance framework should be combined with local legal review where the platform operates across borders. This reduces the risk of assuming that one compliance approach is automatically appropriate everywhere.
15. Critical Evaluation of the Engagement Strategy
The proposed strategy can improve transparency, trust and coordination, but it also creates costs. Excessive consultation can delay decisions, while involving too many stakeholders in every decision can create confusion. M&S should therefore match the intensity of engagement to stakeholder power, interest, legitimacy and urgency.
Another risk is over-centralisation. If strategic decisions are controlled too tightly at corporate level, local teams may have insufficient flexibility to respond to customer needs. A balanced governance structure should establish common standards while allowing appropriate operational input.
16. Impact of Sustainable Stakeholder Engagement
16.1 Business Performance Impact
Sustainable engagement can improve business performance by strengthening customer satisfaction and retention. Relevant recommendations and rewards may encourage repeat purchasing, while customer feedback can improve the quality of the loyalty proposition. Better relationships can also support brand trust and reduce avoidable communication failures.
16.2 Strategic Impact
Effective engagement can contribute to competitive advantage because it combines digital innovation with knowledge of customer needs. Continuous feedback can identify new opportunities for services, products and loyalty features. Strong relationships with suppliers and technology partners can also support future digital development.
16.3 Operational Impact
Structured communication reduces misunderstandings between departments and external partners. Clear responsibilities can reduce duplicated work, while faster access to reliable information can support more timely management decisions. Training and employee participation are especially important because technology only creates operational value when people can use it effectively.
16.4 Ethical and Governance Impact
Transparent engagement can strengthen trust in AI and data practices. Customers should understand the purpose of personalisation and have appropriate information about how their data is handled. Governance should include monitoring, documentation, risk assessment and periodic review of model performance.
16.5 Critical Evaluation
The benefits must be balanced against the risks of excessive reliance on AI, poor-quality data, cybersecurity incidents and algorithmic bias. If customers believe recommendations are unfair or intrusive, trust can decline. Consequently, human oversight and stakeholder feedback remain necessary even where the platform is technically advanced.
17. Recommendations and Conclusion
Recommendations
Create a formal stakeholder governance structure with clear decision rights and escalation routes.
Strengthen transparency around AI personalisation, data use and customer-facing loyalty features.
Introduce continuous feedback loops involving customers, store colleagues, customer-service teams and relevant partners.
Establish a structured UK and international compliance plan covering data protection, privacy and responsible AI.
Use pilot testing before full deployment so that customer and employee responses can be evaluated.
Provide training for employees so they understand the purpose of ConnectPlus, their responsibilities and how to support customers.
Monitor algorithmic performance for accuracy, fairness and unintended outcomes.
Maintain contingency planning for technology failure and ensure critical customer-service processes can continue if the platform is unavailable.
In conclusion, stakeholder engagement is a critical success factor for the proposed ConnectPlus platform at Marks and Spencer. The project has the potential to strengthen customer relationships, support data-informed decisions and improve long-term competitiveness. However, technology alone cannot guarantee success. The platform must be supported by clear governance, employee involvement, customer trust, responsible data practices and effective communication.
Applying stakeholder theory, the power-interest matrix, the salience model, the 4C engagement framework and RACI responsibilities provides a structured approach to managing the project. Sustainable engagement will allow M&S to balance innovation with ethics and operational practicality. If stakeholder concerns are identified early and addressed transparently, ConnectPlus can become a responsible digital initiative that supports both customer value and organisational performance.
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