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[bookmark: _Toc204596166]Introduction
To define, design thinking means an innovation-focused and human-centred problem solving approach that prioritises the users’ needs along with business goals to share strategy, drive innovation, foster societal transformation as well as facilitate business growth (Daymond and Knight, 2023). Embracing this approach enables firms to unlock benefits and leads to success in the current competitive world. Therefore, in this report, current design thinking and innovations of Sainsbury’s will be identified through application of frameworks such as Innovation Ambition Matrix and Customer Journey Mapping. New innovation opportunities too will be identified while assessing pain and gain points in the customer journey. Then in the second part a new digital transformation initiative for the firm will be proposed to help it overcome all the key challenges. In addition to this, a new customer journey map too will be illustrated to showcase the new experience the proposed initiative will provide. Lastly, its positive impact on the firm will be discussed along with ways through which impact and success can be measured. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596167]Overview of the chosen company- Sainsburys
Sainsburys, a leading retailing company of the UK was founded in 1969 as a small store and now it offers great quality and tasty foods at affordable prices to customers. The company focuses on providing great value food along with convenient shopping both online and in-store. It has managed to open about 600 supermarkets, 800+ convenience stores from 1969 till now (Sainsburys, 2025). John James Sainsbury with his wife Mary Ann founded Sainsburys in London and now the firm offers products via its supermarkets, convenience stores and fulfils 250,000 online orders every week. The company is even investing in a 3-year programme to enhance more than 3,000 of its own brand products which amounts to 12,000+ (Sainsburys, 2024). Despite inflation and COVID-19 pandemic, the firm managed to double its digits and in 2024/25, it made more than 130 million (British Pounds) as profits. It is even trying to target a large group of customers that value top-up shopping missions or food to go, with profitable categories being alcohol, tobacco and chilled foods (Bedford, 2025). This shows that Sainsburys has achieved success in the retail sector via focus on affordable pricing, quality and expansion in offerings. 


[bookmark: _Toc204596168]Key consumer and industry trends and data that affect Sainsbury’s  
In the UK grocery segment, Sainsbury’s operates alongside experiencing a highly competitive industry which is shaped by digital innovation, changing customer expectations, and price-led competitions. There are a range of discounters like Aldi, Lidl, etc., and evolving behaviours which put pressure on market share specifically during the post-pandemic era while defining strategic imperative in retail (Grima, 2024). 
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Figure 1: Next Level Sainsbury’s
(Source: Sainsburys, 2024)
With sales rising by 5.2%, Sainsbury's share, which was the most rapidly growing of the conventional supermarkets, is currently at 15.3%, a rise from around 14.8% a year earlier (Houlton, 2024). According to Sainsbury's boss, fewer people are employed from home, thus more consumers are going back to doing their weekly large buy (Evans, 2025). 
There is also a new trend regarding technological competition and automation in the retail sector. The steady drumbeat of large retailers' seasonal trading reports underscores an expenditure in automation and UK retailers use automation to reduce labour expenses (Butler, 2025). Sainsbury’s has become a part of this movement with its SmartShop app along with automated processes. On the other hand, Sainsbury’s strategic partnership with Microsoft highlights its commitment to deliver AI-enabled insight in terms of supporting personalities in retail experience. Generative AI will be implemented by the company to enhance customers' search experiences and make online purchasing more dynamic, resulting in more effective and interesting buying (Sainsburys, 2024). 
Sainsbury's goal of saving £1 billion by the month of March 2027 is on pace, thanks in large part to the "front-end transformation" and SmartShop initiative. Personalised Nectar discounts are now available to over a million weekly consumers, lowering price sensitivity and increasing profitability. Sainsbury's and Argos' marketing activities will be unified utilising AI-driven insights via the “Nectar360 Pollen” platform, which is scheduled to arrive later this year (Reed, 2025). As part of a £1 billion cost-cutting initiative throughout the coming 3 years, Sainsbury's plans to employ more automated works, warehouse robots, and AI tools for forecasting for making sure it maintains the correct inventory in shops. In addition, Following the achievement at 27 current locations, an additional £70 million will be used to install electric vehicle fast charging stations next to seventy supermarkets (Butler, 2024). 
In response to the trends of premium innovation and fresh range development, Sainsbury’s "Taste The Difference" has a premium range of expanded SKUs which impact on their sales (Sainsburys, 2025a). The retail sales of this company across the UK has hiked by more than 3% by 2024-25 in comparison to previous year (Bedford, 2025). 
Moreover, Sainsbury’s “Next Level strategy" which is a 3-year plan introduced in the years 2024-25 with the goals of offering “Food First” values and modernising the retail model with the help of store renovations, digital inventions, and sustainability, puts these trends into better perspective. The key highlights for such plan include grocery market share gain, building world leading Nectar loyalty event, improving renege and relevance, and investment in technology - all of which resonate with contemporary retail industrials trends and customer perceptions. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596169]Part 1: Identification of Sainsbury’s current innovation strategy
[bookmark: _Toc204596170]Innovation ambition matrix 
A tool called the Ambition Matrix assists businesses in determining how to carry out their plan for wherever to play along with how to succeed (Najeh and Morched, 2022). In accordance with this matrix, innovation is differentiated by the innovation ambition matrix into 3 horizons - core (gradual improvement of existing offerings), adjacent (expansions into novel products or market in relation to existing offerings), and transformations (radical fresh business frontiers or models). Here is the discussion about the way the current innovation portfolio of Sainsbury’s maps onto such matrices. 
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Figure 2: Innovation Ambition Matrix
(Source: Skillicorn, 2021)
1. Core Innovations - The core level improvements are highlighted below which are driving better implementation of Sainsbury’s “food-first value” commitments. 
Fresh food expansion and “Taste the Difference” product line - In Sainsbury’s the year (2025) saw the introduction of 1,300 new goods, more than 600 of which were Taste the Difference (Sainsburys, 2025b). This is about enhancing existing value propositions along with retaining core customers. 
SmartShop systems - A massive hybrid till featuring a scanner along an automated conveyor belt is presently being tested by Sainsbury's. Customers would have more room to scan and load larger carts as a result (Sainsburys Smartshop, 2025). This will keep providing clients with a variety of checkout options, such as serviced tills, Smart Shop, and self-checkout.
AI forecasting - The advanced technology in terms of implementing AI forecasting is for gradual operational improvements (Javaid et al., 2022). Shelf cameras have been installed for making customers aware about the stock availability. These technologies are helpful for reducing waste, improving restocking speed and ensuring product availability. 
2. Adjacent Innovations - The adjacent initiatives outlined below have the capability of extending current competencies in relation to the domains like loyalty programs, store information and service improvements. 
Nectar loyalty expansion - The existing programme namely Nectar loyalty  has been expanded to Nectar360 Pollen with integrating AI-powered data insights along with cross-channel promotional activities, Sainsbury's is expanding its consumers data as well as interaction frequent beyond conventional cards into a better sophisticated customization and Argos integration. This is a step that might improve consumer engagement and ad expenditure efficiency (Reed, 2025). 
Innovation in store format - In response to “Next Level Local” trails, the company has launched newly refreshed prototype formalities as a convenience store in Bermondsey, Sloane Avenue, and Pudsey. This is about tailoring for regional quick shop requirements with tech-savvy checkouts. This seeks to improve its c-store offerings in accordance with changing consumer demands (Retail Technology Innovation Hub, 2025).
EV charging -  In Sainsbury’s, throughout the supermarkets there is a plan for installation of EV charging stations (Butler, 2024). Although unrelated to groceries, this adjacent service promotes convenience and increases foot traffic. 
3. Transformational innovations - Such innovations still rely in the early stages in consideration of which Sainsbury’s strives to be evolved as a data-enabled pioneer across the grocery retail industry in the UK. 
Alliances for AI-powered digital movements - Currently, Microsoft Corp. and J Sainsbury plc disclosed an ongoing five-year strategic relationship that will use Sainsbury's extensive datasets and Microsoft's machine learning and AI capabilities to assist advance the retailer's recently revealed Next Level Sainsbury's plan (Sainsburys,2024).
Cashier-less system trial for stores - In the year 2019, The very first till-free supermarket throughout the UK is available to customers at Sainsbury's Holborn Circus convenience store within London. Under a custom food-to-go store, the project will test SmartShop Scan, and Pay & Go technology, which will speed up and simplify grocery shopping. Prior to releasing the SmartShop Scan, Pay & Go app more broadly, Sainsbury's will use user input from the trial to improve it (Sainsburys, 2020). Although there is no current news about the execution of this particular innovation. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596171]Assessing the portfolio and finding gaps 
In relation to the current innovation portfolio of Sainsbury’s, it has been seen that there is a strength in core execution in terms of having solid progress through SmartShop, automation, and fresh innovation. On the other hand, the adjacent innovations in consideration of loyalty program implementation along with improving store formats seems promising for retailers to be grown gradually (Pantano et al., 2022). In contrast, transformation innovations cannot highlight noteworthy progressions as cashier less technology did not stick along with full-scale utilisation of AI or other immersive technologies like AR or VR, drone delivery  is not evident till to this date. This exploration outlines a critical gap within the current strategy of Sainsbury’s whereas incremental development exists, but there is a lack of strategic, bold, and customer-centric digital innovation which can revolutionise the shopping ventures. Most of the initiatives focus on minor enhancements and operational efficiency instead of delivering personalised, AI-powered, and immersive services that might redefine the way consumers will engage with the company across physical as well as digital touch points. This might limit the capability of differentiating within a competitive retail market. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596172]Customer journey mapping 
Central customer persona - Weekly Family Shopper 
· Demographics - around 35 to 55 years old people with moderate to high income level lived generally in urban and suburban areas. 
· Needs - value for money, convenient store sites free and quality food products, seamless checkouts, reliable stock, and loyalty discounts 
· Digital touchpoints - Generally used mobile applications for checking, comparing and gaining offers while occasionally do online ordering and use shopping scanner
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Figure 3: Customer Journey Map
(Source” Developed by the learner) 
	Phases 
	Touchpoints 
	Pain points 
	Gain points 
	Potential digital innovation 

	Awareness 
	Social media, Television, community publicity 
	Limited awareness regarding offerings through app, basically price-focused 
	Strong brand identity, reputation for affordability  
	Customised mobile notifications, 
Previews of personalised offers 

	Consideration 
	In-store signage, application cost comparisons  
	Overwhelming promotions and ambiguous stock availability 
	Secured price resonation, Nectar discounts 
	Convenient stock visibility  

	Purchase 
	In-store purchases with tills or smartshop system 
	Inadequate knowledge regarding self-checkouts, scanning trolleys
Increased waiting time for long crew 
	Availability of both traditional and smart checkout systems 
SmartShop concept 
	Longer self-scan checkout implementation 

	Checkout 
	SmartShop, Scanners, manned (traditional) checkout 
	Errors in scanners, deterrents theft possibilities, receipts scanning 
	Customers’ preference of checkout systems 
	Improved UX design and error management of SmartShop and personalised receipts. 

	Post-purchase 
	Email notification and reminder, application voucher delivery 
	Delayed in communication, relevance are lacking due to general promotion 
	Customised voucher under Nectar loyalty program 
	AI-powered convenient targeted offerings and chat support 

	Retention 
	Nectar scenes, app interactions, and weekly sales and discounts 
	Application drop off and loyalty related issues 
	Attractive regular offers and discounts, perceived value for money 
	Gamified loyalty programs, in-app recommendations and cross selling from Argos. 

	Advocacy 
	Social sharing and word of mouth 
	Insufficient tools for customers ratings or referrals 
	Positive experiences within stores 
	Improvements in accordance to customers’ review, referrals discount system through mobile application 


In consideration of the above table regarding customer journey applying the pain points and gain points have been understood. In definition, Pain points are particular issues that present or potential clients encounter in the marketplace (Michaels et al., 2025). On the other hand, gain points represent the advantages or favourable results that a product or service provides to mitigate or eradicate the pain points. Therefore, for Sainsbury’s, the pain points for customers are related to large shop scanning fraction, erratic stock visibility, poorly managed real-time communication, checkout issues, and delayed loyalty redemption. In contrast, the gain points of the innovative offers are resonated with competitive pricing,  frequent loyalty programs, a variety of checkout formats, and an emphasis on quality and freshness. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596173]Digital innovation opportunities 
· In response to real-time stock transparency, shelf camera, predictive AI technology, and application updates can be integrated so that customers can see product availability before visiting the store (Khalid et al., 2025). 
· In accordance with past purchases along with buying frequency, smart predictive basket suggests a full trolley list with the app can be installed (Muralidharan et al., 2021). The goods that customers are most likely to buy again during a particular session following their subsequent visit are precisely predicted by this AI-powered solution.
· It is important to improve large-belt scanning systems and packing trails by focusing on UI and UX designs while improving error correction prompts and exit without any friction. This is about considering the advantages and disadvantages of mobile devices while designing the checkout process for mobile e-commerce platforms (Lucas et al., 2023).
· There is an innovative idea to implement AI-powered virtual shopping support using chatbot in-app or digitally for helping people in locating items, suggesting substitutions or responding towards recipe or stock-related queries. AI-powered customised shopping services use machine learning and sophisticated algorithms to comprehend a customer's tastes, fashion sense, and financial constraints.
· Loyalty gamification By adding enjoyment, competition, and prizes within a loyalty program, gamification makes client relationships with the business more interesting and pleasurable. Better brand communication and consumer retention could result from this enhanced involvement.
· An experience for a consumer that transcends many channels of communication is called a cross-channel experience. Sainsbury’s has the opportunity to consider seamless browsing as well as purchase of Argos items through its application or loyalty lens. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596174]Part 2: New digital transformation initiative and its effectiveness
[bookmark: _Toc204596175]New digital transformation initiative for Sainsbury
1. [bookmark: _Toc204596176]Proposed initiative
To successfully address the above identified customers challenges and help Sainsburys sustain its competitive edge in this digitally transformed business environment, a transformative solution will be proposed for the company. The initiative is ‘ShopSense 360’, whose aim is to sync real-time stock visibility, intelligent loyalty interactions and personalised smart basket suggestion features into one to offer a seamless digital experience via the company’s website and app. This initiative primarily will be designed for the core segment which is “Family Weekly Shopper” who prioritise speed, personalisation and reliability. 
2. [bookmark: _Toc204596177]Key purpose and challenges to address- Rationale 
Sainsburys has already invested in different innovative strategies to digitally transform its operations as well as the ways it interacts or engages customers. For instance, one of its core initiatives is “Taste the Difference Range”, a Smart Shop self-scanning system with AI-driven forecasting features. This has helped the firm modernise its process and products. But through analysis in Part 1, it can be clearly identified that there are still some customer pain points across the brand’s current customer journey which needs to be solved. Right from awareness gaps and checkout hassles to availability uncertainty all needs to be solved to seamlessly resolve the current operational issues and enhance end-to-end customer shopping experience. Today, shoppers highly demand for a unified, responsive and smooth experience whether it be while buying in a store, browsing online or using a mobile app (Gallery, 2024). A frictionless shopping journey which is convenient, smarter, faster and more personalised is what customers now want. As per The Conservation (2020), customers highly prefer or seek for real-time visibility of all product availability. They are highly experiencing stock ambiguity which means uncertainty about product availability. Core reasons behind this can be sudden demand rise, panic buying and lack of inventory management. Additionally, in the current modern retail landscape, post-purchase experience plays a key role in encouraging repeat purchases and shaping customer loyalty. Customers now expect shopping to be anticipated with flawless assistance, faster responses etc and this has led to adoption of AI or Artificial Intelligence. Therefore, improvement is needed to reduce chances of missed sales opportunities, increase digital engagement and contribute to the firm’s competitive advantage. 
3. [bookmark: _Toc204596178]Features of ‘ShopSense 360’ 
ShopSense 360 is a multifunctional initiative which will enhance digital customer experience by focusing on three major areas which are as follows-
· Real-time stock visibility
The retail landscape has already undergone a major transformation through application of advanced technologies and constantly evolving customer expectations. Now AI or Artificial Intelligence has become a game-changer which is reshaping the ways firms interact with customers. Real-time inventory management powered by AI is one feature to give customers relevant and accurate visibility of all products availability across every channel. Forecasting and self-cameras will provide accurate results of products' availability to help them plan effectively (Newman, 2025). At Sainsburys, AI-powered inventory data will suggest customers available alternatives or similar ones for those items which are out of stock.  Through this transparency, it would be able to eliminate disappointment of knowing that a product is out of stock after placing an order online or visiting a store. This in turn will help customers better plan their shopping. 
· Personalised predictive Smart baskets
Now data is considered as a powerful element in all industries as it enables firms to understand custom behaviour and design products or services. As per Schultz and Zacheus (2024), smart shopping carts is an innovation that has improved shopping experience. Perceived ease of use and perceived usefulness of smart shopping carts impacts their purchase intention. This aligns with TAM or Technology Acceptance Model which depicts that customers’ acceptance and adoption of technology completely depends on Perceived ease of use and Perceived usefulness, shaping their behavioural intention along with final purchase (De Gana et al., 2025). Example- P&G has designed an ML/AI powered engine named as ‘Smart Basket’ which serves customers relevant propositions as per their real-time needs. Therefore, ML will create a predictive basket as per Sainsbury's customers recent purchases, usage pattern, behaviour and seasonal needs. Users will be provided options to customise the baskets on their own via filters as per their dietary needs, budget etc and virtually supported throughout their journey.  
· Loyalty driven engagement- Gamified 
Gamification has increased customer engagement as well as brand loyalty by adding game mechanics at key points of interaction between the brand and their customers. Examples- mobile-app based programmes, point-based systems, badges, surveys, quizzes, tiered levels, spin to win rewards etc (Salvietti, 2025). In context to Sainsburys, the Nectar loyalty program will now be transformed with specific gamification elements like story-based tasks, weekly challenges, spin to win rewards etc. Customers will even be given opportunities to earn badges, bonus points and rewards like trying new products to earn bonus etc. 
Critical analysis 
From the above findings and description of the digital transformation initiative, it can be stated that the initiative has customer centric features like predictive baskets, real-time stock transparency and gamified loyalty. These will help address key pain points such as time-consuming planning, stock unavailability, low engagement, waiting times etc. The innovation features will not only be a shopping convenience but will also facilitate personalisation and motivate customers to repeat purchases. But apart from these benefits, some challenges too exist which need to be focused on. The first challenge is managing data privacy concerns as AI demands access to massive volumes of data to examine customers’ needs and provide suitable solutions. The second challenge is over reliance on automation. This reduces flexibility in making changes (Banerjee et al., 2024). Third challenge is managing user resistance to recommendations as still customers are sceptical about AI usage, about 54% of UK customers do not trust AI (Mitchell, 2025). In addition to this, less tech-savvy costumes too may find it difficult to cope up with this digital shift. Therefore, success will highly depend on user control, balancing automation with human involvement and user-friendly design. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596179]New and enhanced Customer Journey Map
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Fig 4: New Customer Journey Map for Sainsburys
	Phase
	Channels
	Key metrics
	Responses
	Opportunities

	Awareness 
	Mobile app notifications
Email
Social media
	Click rates and app starts. 
	Personalised stock updates.
	Tailored messages as per shopping habits.

	Consideration 
	In-store digital display
App
	App usage
Basket customisation
	AI-powered shopping basked
Alternative options. 
	Enhance shopping filters for budget and diet preference.

	Purchase
	Online app
AI chatbot
	Chatbot engagement
Conversion rates 
	Virtual assistance to support product ideas. 
	Improve chatbot AI
Add on voice and image search. 

	Checkout
	Mobile checkout
Self-scan
	Checkout speed
Specific error rates
	Reduce scanning errors and delays.
	Optimise mobile payment 
Enhance contactless options. 

	Post-Purchase
	Nectar loyalty app
Gamification
	Loyalty engagement of customers
Repeat purchasing
	Gamified rewards will boost satisfaction and increase retention.
	Add on features of social sharing. 


[bookmark: _Toc204596180]Positive impact of the initiative on the organisation 
The implementation of a new digital transformation initiative will strengthen the competitive positioning of Sainsbury by not only improving its customer satisfaction but also enhancing operational efficiency. Like the first feature, real-time stock visibility will automatically reduce customers' stress and frustration in regard to out-of-stock items (Mattegunta, 2025). Thus, leading to a more planned and seamless shopping experience. This will increase trust towards the brand and transparency will even reduce the rate of cancellations and returns. Thus, an optimized supply chain. Then comes personalised predictive smart baskets which will build stronger relationships between the brand and the customers by offering tailored recommendations. This will drive sales growth (Economy, 2025). Sainsbury, by integrating AI-powered virtual shopping assistance will get the benefit of high customer retention rate and high conversion rate. In addition to this, gamified loyalty will enhance customer engagement, increase repeat visits and position the company as a customer-centric retail which has successfully leveraged the power of digital innovation (Sharma et al., 2024). Therefore, together all these innovations in one initiative will make the company future ready and set a new standard for engaging, personalised, faster and seamless shopping experience. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596181]Ways to measure the impact and the success of the initiative 
· [bookmark: _Toc204596182]CSAT or Customer Satisfaction Score 
It’s vital to track customer satisfaction to measure success and impact of the new initiative for which CSAT can be used. To define, CSAT is a metric used to measure how satisfied a customer is with the company’s goods or services (Gaztezzi et al., 2024). Surveys can be used to gauge CX or Customer Experience as only by learning where the firm excels and where it falls short, suitable measures can be taken to improve. Engagement levels within the app can help the firm get an insight into its success. 
· [bookmark: _Toc204596183]AIDA model
To track how effective the initiative is consistently influencing customer shopping journeys, the brand can implement AIDA or Attention, Interest, Desire and Action model. This model clearly identified cognitive stages through which an individual goes while buying a product or service (Sarfraz et al., 2025). In Sainsbury’s case metrics will include click-through rates (Attention), Time spent on examining smart basket suggestions (Interest), Customisation & product views (Desire) and lasting purchase rate (Action). 
· [bookmark: _Toc204596184]RFM model
RFM or Recency, Frequency and Monetary model can be used to assess success of loyalty -driven engagement. RFM analysis is done to use data as per existing customer behaviour to further predict how new customers will act in the future (Verma et al., 2025). Through this model, Sainsbury's can track how recently (Recency), how often (Frequency) and how much they spend on (Monetary). Gamified metrics will help to quantify customers engagement rate and predict future scenarios. 
[bookmark: _Toc204596185]
Conclusion
Thus, in conclusion it can be stated that Sainsburys must definitely embrace the suggested customer-focused digital initiative to not only remain competitive in the current business landscape but also open doors for new potential. The proposed solution (ShopSense 360) will address all the identified challenges, shape strategic growth as well as enhance targeted customers' journeys. Gamified loyalty, AI-driven personalisation and real-time stock visibility will help the firm in providing customers an enhanced retail shopping experience while shaping its operational efficiency. 
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