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Executive Summary
This report analyses how Marks & Spencer (M&S) Food uses customer relationship marketing to build long-term, sustainable relationships with its customers. It focuses on the role of data, the company’s approach to segmentation and positioning, the marketing mix, and the contribution of ethics and sustainability to customer loyalty.
The report finds that M&S Food benefits from a strong brand reputation for quality and trust, supported by loyalty schemes, digital channels and regular customer feedback. These tools allow the company to tailor offers, refine products and improve value communication, which helps strengthen satisfaction and retention.
However, M&S operates in a highly competitive, price-sensitive grocery market. The business cannot compete directly with discount retailers on price, and must therefore justify its premium position through clear value, distinctive products, convenient store formats and responsible business practices. Rising expectations around data privacy, ethical sourcing and environmental impact add further pressure on how relationships are managed.
Overall, the report concludes that M&S Food’s relationship marketing strategy is broadly effective and aligned with its mission. It also identifies opportunities to integrate data more fully across channels, communicate everyday value more clearly and present sustainability achievements in a more accessible way. The recommendations focus on these areas in order to support long-term loyalty and customer centrality.
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1. Introduction
Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is about how a business builds and maintains long-term relationships with its customers, rather than focusing only on single transactions. It uses information about customers to design products, services and communications that meet their needs and encourage them to stay loyal (Armstrong and Kotler, 2020). CRM systems and processes help turn data into practical actions such as personalised offers and targeted campaigns (Buttle, 2019).
In modern markets, long-term relationships are often more valuable than one-off sales. When customers feel understood and treated fairly, they are more likely to keep buying and to recommend the brand to others (Gummesson, 2017). Relationship marketing research suggests that this type of loyalty is usually more profitable and more sustainable than constantly chasing new customers (Malhotra and Agarwal, 2020).
The UK grocery market shows how challenging this can be. Shoppers can choose between the big four supermarkets, discounters such as Aldi and Lidl, online retailers and many convenience stores (MarketLine, 2024). Price matters, especially during a cost-of-living crisis, but customers also look for convenience, digital services and ethical behaviour (Deloitte, 2023). Many people say they are prepared to change retailer if they feel another one is more sustainable or responsible (IPSOS, 2023).
For a premium brand such as M&S Food, this creates both risk and opportunity. The company cannot compete on the very lowest prices, so it has to earn loyalty through stronger relationships, better experiences and trusted values. This report reviews M&S Food’s context, examines how it uses data to support relationships and evaluates key customer relationship strategies. It then offers recommendations to strengthen long-term loyalty.


2. M&S Food: Organisational Overview
Marks & Spencer has been part of British retail for over 140 years. Starting as a market stall in 1884, it has grown into a major retailer with a strong reputation in both clothing and food. Over time, the food business has become central to the brand, and many customers now think first of M&S Food when they hear the name (Red & Yellow Creative School of Business, 2022). The food offer is closely linked with ideas of quality, freshness and a small sense of treat, even for everyday items.
The business has adapted to changes in shopping habits. Instead of relying only on large high-street stores, M&S now runs full-line stores, standalone food stores and digital channels such as the M&S App and online ordering (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). This omnichannel model reflects wider trends in retail, where customers expect smooth experiences across physical and digital touchpoints (Red & Yellow Creative School of Business, 2022).
M&S Group reported revenue of £13.8 billion in 2025, with profit before tax and adjusting items of £875.5 million, showing solid progress compared with earlier years (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Within this, the food division performed strongly, with volume growth of 6.7 per cent and eight new food stores opened in the year (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Industry reports describe M&S Food as a premium retailer with strong brand equity, especially in fresh food and prepared meals (MarketLine, 2024). Market data suggest that it attracts slightly more affluent and urban customers than some competitors and performs well in high-quality convenience and “dine in” ranges (Statista, 2023).
At the same time, the business faces intense price competition from discounters and mainstream supermarkets (Deloitte, 2023). The central challenge is to maintain its premium image while convincing customers that it offers fair value in a tight economic climate.
M&S sets out a clear vision “to be the most trusted retailer, doing the right thing for our customers, with quality products at the heart of everything we do” (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025, p. 4). Its purpose is to “bring the magic of M&S” to customers whenever and however they choose to shop (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025, p. 5). These statements emphasise trust, quality, service and innovation. Relationship marketing theory argues that a clear mission and values should guide how a company designs its customer relationships and uses data (Grönroos, 2017). Strategic customer management models also stress that CRM activities should be aligned with what the brand promises to customers (Payne and Frow, 2017).


3. Data and Customer Relationships at M&S Food
Sustainable customer relationships are those that work for both sides over the long term. Customers receive consistent quality, fair prices and behaviour they see as honest and responsible, while the business gains repeat purchases and positive word-of-mouth (Gummesson, 2017). These relationships are sustainable not just financially, but also in terms of trust and social responsibility (Deszczynski, 2021).
CRM supports these relationships by bringing together people, processes and technology to manage interactions with customers in a planned way (Buttle, 2019). It helps organisations move from reacting to individual complaints or campaigns towards building a complete picture of customer needs and behaviours (Malhotra and Agarwal, 2020). Modern CRM uses data to support segmentation, personalisation, service improvement and retention programmes (Peppers and Rogers, 2017).
M&S Food gathers information from many touchpoints. The Sparks loyalty scheme records what individual customers buy, where and how often they shop. The M&S App and website track browsing and online orders. In-store tills provide detailed transactional data. Customer Pulse surveys and the “Collective” online community give direct feedback on ideas and services. Social media and customer service contacts add further insight into attitudes and experiences (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Taken together, these sources allow M&S to build a rich picture of behaviour and preferences, which underpins effective segmentation and personalisation (Payne and Frow, 2017).
The business uses CRM and analytics tools to turn this data into action. It identifies high-value and loyal customers, tracks which categories drive repeat purchasing and develops targeted Sparks offers for different customer groups (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Data is also used to test new products, refine pricing and monitor how customers feel about value, quality and sustainability. This reflects stages in CRM best-practice models, which move from data collection to analysis, planning and implementation (Buttle, 2019).
There are risks to manage. Customers are increasingly concerned about how their personal data is collected and used, especially after widely reported data breaches in the retail sector (Lee and Charles, 2021). M&S has experienced a targeted cyber incident, which emphasises the need for strong security and clear communication about data protection (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). There is also a danger that managers focus too heavily on dashboards and pay less attention to human interactions and in-store experience, which remain crucial to loyalty (Sheridan, 2019). Overall, M&S Food appears to use data in a thoughtful way that supports relationship building, provided it continues to invest in integration, security and transparent data policies.


4. CRM Strategy Analysis
Segmentation, targeting and positioning (STP) provide a useful way to examine M&S Food’s customer strategy. Segmentation divides the market into groups with similar needs or behaviours. Targeting involves selecting which groups to focus on. Positioning is about shaping how those target customers see the brand in relation to competitors (Kotler and Keller, 2016). Evidence suggests that M&S Food attracts middle-to-higher income households, often older professionals and families (MarketLine, 2024). It appeals to people who value quality, taste, ethics and a small sense of everyday luxury, and tends to draw more affluent and urban shoppers than some rivals (Statista, 2023).
Target segments therefore include customers who are willing to pay a little more for trusted quality, strong ethics and a smooth experience, while still seeking fair value during tough economic times (Deloitte, 2023). M&S Food is positioned as a premium yet accessible food retailer, with well-known “Dine In” and Gastropub ranges that promise restaurant-style meals at home (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). This reflects a differentiation strategy, where superior perceived quality and brand strength support a modest price premium (Porter, 1985). From a relationship marketing perspective, a clear and consistent position helps customers understand what the brand stands for and makes it easier to build long-term trust (Grönroos, 2017).
The extended marketing mix, often summarised as the 7Ps, shows how M&S Food delivers this positioning. On product, the emphasis is on quality, freshness and innovation, with ranges such as Gastropub, Plant Kitchen and Brain Food designed to meet different needs (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). On price, M&S uses an “everyday trusted value” approach and highlights its “Remarksable Value” range, although many prices remain above those of discounters (Deloitte, 2023). In terms of place, M&S combines full-line stores, standalone food stores and digital channels, including its partnership with Ocado for online grocery (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Promotion relies heavily on CRM-driven Sparks offers, app notifications and personalised emails, supported by seasonal advertising (Red & Yellow Creative School of Business, 2022). Investment in staff, supply chain processes and attractive store environments completes the mix (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025).
Lauterborn’s 4Cs—Customer solution, Cost, Convenience and Communication—shift attention from what the company offers to what the customer experiences (Lauterborn, 1990). On customer solution, M&S provides high-quality, tasty and safe food, along with ranges aimed at health and wellbeing, such as Balanced For You and Brain Food (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Research into UK shopper attitudes shows strong interest in healthier options, which supports this focus (IPSOS, 2023). In terms of cost, many customers see M&S as good value for meal deals and special occasions, but some may still prefer cheaper supermarkets for everyday basics (Deloitte, 2023). Convenience is a strength, with local locations, food-only stores, click-and-collect and delivery via Ocado helping customers fit M&S into busy lives (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025).
Communication uses Sparks messages, app notifications, emails, in-store signage and advertising to provide information and promote offers (Red & Yellow Creative School of Business, 2022). Ethical and sustainable behaviour is also a key part of the customer experience. Studies show that views on ethics and sustainability can have a direct impact on trust and intention to repurchase (Lee and Charles, 2021). M&S has a long history in this area and continues to work on animal welfare, sustainable sourcing, reducing food waste, lighter packaging and support for communities, for example through its partnership with mental health charity YoungMinds (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). These actions align with the idea of the “triple bottom line” of people, planet and profit (Elkington, 1997).


5. Conclusions and Recommendations
Overall, M&S Food’s CRM and relationship marketing activities make a strong contribution to its performance and to the quality of its customer relationships. The business has a clear, customer-centred mission and values around quality and trust. It uses CRM systems, Sparks and digital tools to collect and analyse customer data and to turn insights into personalised offers and improved experiences (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Segmentation and premium positioning are coherent, and the marketing mix is designed to support differentiation rather than low price. The company performs well against the 4Cs of customer solution, cost, convenience and communication and has a long-standing commitment to ethics and sustainability. These strengths support satisfaction, retention and advocacy (Grönroos, 2017). Strategic customer management models indicate that such integrated approaches are important for building customer lifetime value (Payne and Frow, 2017).
To build on this, several practical recommendations can be made. First, M&S should continue to improve integration across its CRM systems. A more complete “single customer view” that links store, online and app data would support smoother journeys and more accurate personalisation (Buttle, 2019). Second, the business should keep strengthening its value message. Expanding and clearly signposting affordable, healthy everyday ranges, while still protecting the quality of premium lines, would help reassure customers that M&S is not just a treat retailer (Deloitte, 2023). Third, M&S could deepen digital personalisation in an ethical way, using data to provide more relevant recipes, content and reminders, as long as customers can easily control their preferences (Sheridan, 2019). Finally, the company should increase transparency around sustainability. Simple labels and more frequent communication of progress against goals would help customers see the real impact of M&S’s efforts and reduce any risk of scepticism (Lee and Charles, 2021).
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