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 Introduction
As a strategic imperative, sustainable Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) directly influences long-term loyalty and competitive advantage (Buttle, 2019). This report critically evaluates the CRM strategy of Marks and Spencer (M&S) Food through an analysis of its organisational context, data usage, and strategic frameworks. It contends that for M&S Food to achieve truly resilient customer relationships, it must bolster its strong ethical and emotional foundations with significant improvements in operational execution and value communication.
Organisational Overview
Critical Examination of Historical Development
Founded in 1884, M&S has historically relied on differentiation through quality and trust, a heritage that fundamentally shapes M&S Food’s reputation for premium, innovative products (Armstrong and Kotler, 2020). However, while this heritage provides substantial brand equity, it also constrains strategic adaptation. The premium positioning historically insulated M&S from price wars but simultaneously rendered it vulnerable to economic downturns and the rising quality of discounters like Aldi and Lidl.

M&S Food’s modern transformation (2020–2025) reflects a strategic recognition that heritage alone cannot secure sustainable customer relationships. The shift toward value-backed quality via the “Remarksable Value” range and supply chain modernisation signifies an intentional evolution from a product-centric to a customer-centric strategy. This aligns with Buttle's (2019) assertion that sustainable CRM requires moving beyond product superiority to relationship-driven value. Critically, this transformation is cultural, with a customer-first mindset informing product design and digital engagement. Nonetheless, the organisation still battles legacy perceptions of being expensive, highlighting the persistent challenge of aligning a long-standing brand identity with rapidly evolving customer expectations.
Current Market Position: Critical Interpretation
Market data (2023–2025) shows a significantly improved position for M&S Food, with £9 billion in revenue and a 4.5% market share (M&S PLC, 2025), signalling successful strategy and reinforced loyalty. A critical analysis, however, must interrogate this growth's sustainability.
First, while growth stems from enhanced customer value and digital engagement key to sustainable CRM the 2025 cyberattack revealed profound vulnerabilities that damaged customer trust (Reuters, 2025). This exposes a core tension: digital tools strengthen CRM through personalisation but also increase exposure to disruptions that can instantly sever relationship bonds.
Second, M&S’s market share remains substantially lower than major competitors, indicating it competes on depth of loyalty within a specific segment rather than breadth of market reach. This aligns with Sheridan’s (2019) observation that strong relationship marketing often cultivates intense but narrow loyalty. Overall, M&S Food’s position is robust yet precarious, its future contingent on addressing vulnerabilities in digital integration, value perception, and supply chain resilience.
Mission and Values: Alignment and Limitations
M&S’s mission to "make every day special" through outstanding quality, value, service, and innovation is operationalised through its Plan A sustainability commitments (M&S PLC, 2025). These values resonate strongly with modern customer expectations, particularly regarding ethical consumption and health-consciousness. The company's investments in sustainable sourcing, packaging reduction, and carbon neutrality align with proven drivers of long-term consumer loyalty (Lee and Charles, 2021).
However, critical gaps remain between policy and customer perception. The brand’s sustainability communication is often absent at the crucial point of sale, and some customers perceive sustainability-led ranges as prohibitively expensive. Furthermore, the recent digital vulnerabilities conflict directly with core values of trust and security. This indicates only a partial alignment between mission and customer experience. Sustainable customer relationships require not only ethical supply chains but also transparent communication and a consistently trustworthy customer experience across all touchpoints. M&S performs well on ethical policy but underperforms on communicative clarity and digital reliability.
 Data and Customer Relationships
Critical Evaluation of Data’s Role in Sustainable CRM
Data is the bedrock of sustainable CRM, enabling personalisation, predictive modelling, and strategic decision-making that fosters long-term loyalty (Buttle, 2019). M&S collects extensive customer data through its Sparks loyalty programme, online behaviour, Ocado purchasing data, and in-store transactions. However, collecting data is not synonymous with leveraging it strategically. Critical CRM theory emphasises that data must be integrated from all touchpoints, be of high quality, and be converted into actionable insights to build sustainable relationships (Malhotra and Agarwal, 2020).
M&S exhibits a mixed performance across these criteria. While Sparks and in-store data are integrated reasonably well, Ocado data remains partially siloed due to the nature of the partnership. This fragmentation inhibits M&S’s ability to create a unified, 360-degree view of customer behaviour, thereby undermining the accuracy of personalisation and the effectiveness of loyalty strategies designed to maximise Customer Lifetime Value (CLV).
Sparks Loyalty Programme as a CRM Tool: A Critical Appraisal
The Sparks programme is central to M&S Food’s CRM, aiming to segment customers behaviourally, encourage repeat purchasing, and build emotional loyalty. From a critical perspective, Sparks demonstrates distinct strengths and weaknesses. Its strengths include high customer adoption rates and the potential for enhanced personalisation and customer experience. However, its weaknesses are significant from a CRM standpoint: personalisation is often inconsistent across channels, rewards can lack perceived monetary value compared to competitor schemes like Tesco's Clubcard, and occasional irrelevant offers suggest underlying weaknesses in predictive analytics capability. The customer frustration experienced during system outages, such as the 2025 cyberattack, directly damaged relationship equity. This evidence reinforces the arguments of Buttle (2019) and Sheridan (2019) that CRM effectiveness relies on delivering both emotional and functional value; Sparks currently excels more in the former than the latter.
Data as a Driver of Sustainable Practices
Beyond personalisation, data is pivotal for aligning CRM with sustainability goals. It enables M&S to predict demand, track carbon footprints, and optimise logistics, as evidenced by its £340m investment in an automated warehouse (Reuters, 2025). This aligns with Deszczynski’s (2021) theory that data-driven sustainability creates a competitive advantage by cutting costs and building trust.

However, a critical flaw persists: customers remain largely unaware of these initiatives. This lack of visibility severely limits the loyalty impact of M&S's sustainability investments. For ethical practices to foster sustainable relationships, they must be perceived and valued by the customer, necessitating a strategic overhaul in communication.
Overall, while M&S demonstrates strong CRM foundations, its strategic weaknesses particularly around integration and value signalling limit the long-term sustainability of these relationships
CRM Strategy Analysis
Critical Evaluation of Segmentation, Targeting, and Positioning (STP)
M&S Food utilises demographic, psychographic, and behavioural segmentation, with Sparks providing rich data for the latter to identify high-value customers central to CLV-based strategies. However, this approach has limitations: it underrepresents value-driven shoppers, over-relies on behavioural data without sufficient psychographic insight, and is geographically constrained to urban centres.
The targeting strategy focuses on consumers prioritising quality, ethics, health, and convenience, fostering strong customer fit and deep emotional loyalty. Yet, this segment is economically sensitive, underrepresents younger, price-conscious demographics, and may not fully reflect the UK's multicultural tastes. Consequently, M&S builds depth of loyalty at the expense of market width, limiting scalability.
M&S Food’s positioning as a premium, trusted, and ethical retailer is clear and differentiated. However, it faces sustainability challenges from the persistent quality-value paradox, competitive pressure from discounters eroding its quality differential, and reputational vulnerabilities like the 2025 cyberattack, which directly undermined the "trust" component of its brand.
Differentiation and the Marketing Mix   A Critical Assessment
Product: This is M&S's strongest differentiator, with relentless innovation (e.g., Plant Kitchen, Gastropub). However, the high cost of innovation and potential for increased waste present risks to long-term profitability and environmental goals.
Price: Despite improvements via "Remarksable Value" and Sparks discounts, the persistent perception of high prices remains a significant strategic liability and a primary barrier to expanding its customer base.
Place: Strengths include convenient store formats and the Ocado partnership. The critical weakness is a lack of seamless omnichannel integration, where siloed data (e.g., between Sparks and Ocado) creates a disjointed customer experience.
Promotion: M&S excels in high-quality brand advertising but the CRM effectiveness of its promotions is limited by inconsistent personalisation within Sparks and a lack of customer co-creation initiatives, which are increasingly important for deepening engagement.
4Cs Analysis   Critically Evaluated
Applying Lauterborn's (1990) 4Cs model provides a customer-centric view of M&S's CRM sustainability:
Customer Solution: M&S excels in providing solutions for quality, health, and convenience. However, it fails to provide an adequate solution for the primary customer need of affordability, which is a critical driver of retention in the current economic climate.
Cost to the Customer: The high perceived monetary and psychological cost (the "guilt" of overspending) weakens the relationship. In CRM, perceived price fairness is fundamental to trust and satisfaction (Malhotra and Agarwal, 2020), making this a critical vulnerability.
Convenience: While physical convenience is strong in urban areas, the digital convenience was severely compromised by the cyberattack, demonstrating how operational failures directly rupture the customer relationship.
Communication: The communication is largely one-way. The lack of accurate personalisation and minimal co-creation means M&S misses opportunities to build dialogue, which is essential for reinforcing relationship bonds and fostering loyalty.
Ethical and Sustainability Alignment   Critical Review
M&S is an industry leader in ethical and sustainable practices, from sourcing to packaging. However, as noted by Deszczynski (2021), sustainability only translates into a competitive advantage and customer loyalty when it is effectively communicated and perceived. The failure to make sustainability achievements visible and understandable at the point of sale represents a major strategic gap. When ethical products are consistently priced at a premium without clear justification, it can alienate the very customers M&S aims to build relationships with, undermining the potential for sustainability to be a relationship-building pillar.







Conclusions and Recommendations
Conclusions
This evaluation concludes that M&S Food has developed a sophisticated CRM strategy underpinned by strong brand equity, product excellence, and genuine sustainability credentials. These elements are successful in building deep, emotionally connected relationships with its core customer segment. However, the strategy is undermined by three fundamental tensions:
The Quality-Value Tension: The premium positioning limits market penetration and weakens resilience during economic downturns.
The Digital-Ability-Vulnerability Paradox: Dependence on digital engagement and data is not yet backed by a resilient, fully integrated omnichannel infrastructure, exposing customer trust to operational risks.
The Ethical Action-Communication Gap: Substantial investments in sustainability fail to fully translate into customer loyalty due to inadequate communication and transparency.
Therefore, while the strategic intent towards sustainable CRM is clear, the operational execution requires significant refinement to secure long-term relationship sustainability.
Recommendations
Integrate Sparks and Ocado Data Silos: Create a single customer view to enable true omnichannel personalisation, accurate CLV calculation, and a seamless customer journey.
Enhance the Perceived Value of Sparks: Introduce tiered rewards (e.g., Silver, Gold) and more substantial, predictable monetary incentives to strengthen perceived fairness and repeat purchase behaviour.
Implement Point-of-Sale Sustainability Transparency: Use simple ethical scoring labels or QR codes on products to make sustainability achievements visible, tangible, and a direct part of the purchasing decision.
Expand and Communicate Value Propositions: Strategically extend the "Remarksable Value" range and use clear marketing to challenge the "always expensive" perception, thereby reducing the primary barrier to trial and loyalty.
Launch a Cyber Resilience and Trust Communication Campaign: Publicly upgrade security measures and communicate these changes to customers to rebuild digital trust post-cyberattack.
Invest in AI for Predictive Personalisation: Deploy machine learning to analyse purchase data, drastically reducing irrelevant Sparks offers and increasing cross-selling accuracy to enhance personal relevance.
Develop Customer Co-Creation Initiatives: Involve loyal customers in product development (e.g., voting on new flavours) and sustainability strategy to foster a deeper sense of community and ownership.
Prioritise Omnichannel Experience Consistency: Ensure Sparks offers and the shopping cart are synchronised across app, web, and in-store platforms, making customer interaction with the brand frictionless.







Executive Summary 
This report provides a critical, evidence-based evaluation of how sustainable Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) impacts organisational performance and customer behaviour at Marks and Spencer (M&S) Food. Applying academic theory including the 4Cs, STP, CLV, and ethical frameworks to market data and real-world examples, the analysis assesses M&S Food's strategy. Findings reveal that while M&S Food exhibits strong alignment with customer centrality through product quality, ethical sourcing, and digital engagement, significant weaknesses in omnichannel integration, value communication, and cyber resilience hinder the development of fully sustainable relationships. The report concludes with actionable recommendations to strengthen long-term loyalty, improve data utilisation, and enhance relationship sustainability.
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