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Executive Summary

This report explored how effective stakeholder engagement could support the successful implementation of ConnectPlus, a proposed AI-powered enhancement to Marks & Spencer’s existing Sparks loyalty programme. The platform aims to use artificial intelligence to provide customers with more personalised rewards, tailored product recommendations and a more engaging digital shopping experience. At the same time, it seeks to support Marks & Spencer’s wider business objectives by strengthening customer loyalty, encouraging repeat purchases and responding to changing consumer expectations within the UK retail sector.
The report identified and analysed the key internal and external stakeholders involved in the project using recognised stakeholder management frameworks, including Stakeholder Theory, the Power–Interest Matrix and the Stakeholder Salience Model. It also evaluates stakeholder roles, responsibilities, benefits and potential challenges before exploring a range of engagement strategies, including the 4Cs Framework and the RACI Matrix.
Finally, the report considered how sustainable stakeholder engagement may contribute to the long-term success of ConnectPlus. Although the introduction of AI presents challenges, particularly around data privacy, employee adoption and differing stakeholder expectations, these issues could be reduced through transparent communication, responsible leadership and meaningful stakeholder engagement. Overall, the report argued that effective stakeholder management is likely to play a significant role in ensuring ConnectPlus delivers value for both Marks & Spencer and its stakeholders. 
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1.0 Introduction
Stakeholder engagement has become an increasingly important aspect of organisational success, particularly as businesses continue to adopt digital technologies to improve customer experiences and remain competitive. While technological innovation can create new opportunities, its success often depends on the willingness of different stakeholder groups to support, adopt and engage with organisational change. As a result, organisations are expected to balance commercial objectives with the needs and expectations of customers, employees, shareholders, suppliers, regulators and the wider community (Freeman, 1984).
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is one of the UK’s most established retailers, operating across food, clothing, home and beauty. According to Marks & Spencer’s Annual Report (2025/26), the organisation continues to invest in digital capability, customer personalisation and omnichannel retailing as part of its long-term transformation strategy. Consequently, the proposed ConnectPlus platform aligns with the organisation’s wider ambition to strengthen customer relationships while improving digital engagement.
Although the company has built a strong reputation for quality and customer trust, the UK retail market has become increasingly competitive, with organisations investing heavily in digital transformation, artificial intelligence (AI) and personalised customer experiences. At the same time, consumers are becoming more price-conscious due to ongoing cost-of-living pressures, while younger generations increasingly expect convenient, technology-driven shopping experiences that reflect their individual preferences. Consequently, retailers such as M&S must continue adapting their digital services while maintaining the trust and loyalty of their existing customer base.
To support these changing expectations, this report proposes the introduction of ConnectPlus, an AI-powered enhancement to the existing Sparks loyalty programme. ConnectPlus would use customer purchasing behaviour, shopping preferences and engagement data to provide personalised offers, tailored recommendations and individual rewards through the M&S mobile application. Rather than replacing Sparks, the platform would strengthen the existing programme by creating a more personalised and responsive customer experience. It could also support wider organisational objectives by improving customer retention, increasing engagement and providing valuable insights into changing consumer behaviour.
However, introducing AI into customer loyalty programmes extends beyond technological development. Successful implementation is likely to depend on effective stakeholder relationships, particularly where concerns surrounding data privacy, ethical AI, employee readiness and customer trust exist. Ashcroft (2017) argues that organisations create greater value when they develop strong and meaningful relationships with stakeholders rather than viewing interactions as isolated transactions. Similarly, Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne (2013) suggest that long-term stakeholder relationships often provide greater organisational value than focusing solely on short-term commercial outcomes. Together, these perspectives highlight the importance of building trust and collaboration throughout organisational change.
This report therefore examines how stakeholder engagement may support the successful implementation of ConnectPlus at Marks & Spencer. It identifies the project’s key stakeholders before analysing their influence using recognised stakeholder management frameworks. The report also evaluates stakeholder roles, responsibilities, benefits and challenges, before considering appropriate engagement strategies to support collaboration throughout the project. Finally, recommendations are provided on how sustainable stakeholder engagement may contribute to the successful delivery and long-term development of ConnectPlus.















2.0 SMART Objectives
To support the successful implementation of ConnectPlus, Marks & Spencer requires clear and measurable objectives that align with both the project goals and stakeholder expectations. Doran (1981) argues that SMART objectives provide a structured approach to planning by ensuring objectives are Specific, Measurable, Achievable, Relevant and Time-bound. While the framework offers a practical way of monitoring progress, it has been criticised for placing greater emphasis on measurable outcomes than on factors such as stakeholder relationships or organisational culture. Consequently, the objectives below combine measurable targets with a strong focus on stakeholder engagement throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus.

	SMART Element
	Application to ConnectPlus

	Specific
	Launch ConnectPlus as an AI-powered enhancement to the M&S Sparks loyalty programme with personalised rewards and recommendations.

	Measurable
	20% increase in active Sparks app engagement, 10% increase in personalised offer redemption and 85%  customer satisfaction within 6 months.

	Achievable
	Use existing digital infrastructure, employee training and technology partnerships.

	Relevant
	Support M&S digital transformation, customer loyalty and responsible data use.

	Time-bound
	3- month development and phased rollout with a 6 -month evaluation.



Overall, these objectives provide a clear direction for the implementation of ConnectPlus while recognising that project success extends beyond financial performance. Although measurable outcomes such as customer engagement and offer redemption are important indicators, long-term success is also likely to depend on stakeholder trust, employee engagement and responsible management of customer data throughout the project lifecycle.

3.0 Stakeholder Identification and Analysis
The successful implementation of ConnectPlus is likely to depend on the ability of Marks & Spencer to identify, understand and engage with a wide range of stakeholders throughout the project. Stakeholders can influence organisational decisions in different ways, meaning some groups may have greater authority, legitimacy or urgency than others. Consequently, organisations that fail to recognise these differences may experience delays, resistance to change or reduced stakeholder trust (Freeman, 1984).
Freeman’s (1984) Stakeholder Theory provides the foundation for stakeholder management by arguing that organisations should create value for all stakeholders rather than focusing solely on shareholders. Donaldson and Preston (1995) build on this argument by suggesting that stakeholder theory should be viewed not only as a management tool but also as a normative approach, meaning organisations have an ethical responsibility to consider stakeholder interests regardless of their immediate financial contribution. This perspective may be particularly relevant to Marks & Spencer, where maintaining customer trust, ethical governance and responsible use of artificial intelligence could be just as important as achieving commercial objectives through ConnectPlus.This perspective has become increasingly relevant as businesses adopt digital technologies that rely on customer trust, employee engagement and responsible use of data. However, Freeman’s theory does not distinguish between stakeholders who require different levels of attention. Mitchell, Agle and Wood (1997) address this limitation through the Stakeholder Salience Model, suggesting that stakeholders should be prioritised according to their power, legitimacy and urgency. While both frameworks provide valuable insights, Freeman offers a broad strategic perspective, whereas Mitchell et al. provide a more practical approach to prioritising stakeholder relationships during project implementation.
For ConnectPlus, using both approaches may provide a more balanced understanding of stakeholder management. Freeman’s theory encourages Marks & Spencer to recognise the interests of all stakeholder groups, while the Salience Model and Power–Interest Matrix may help project managers allocate resources and communication more effectively throughout the implementation process.

3.1 Identification of Internal and External Stakeholders
Internal stakeholders are individuals or groups directly involved in planning, managing and delivering the ConnectPlus project. Their decisions may influence project performance, organisational culture and the successful adoption of new technology.
Table 1: Internal and External Stakeholders
	Stakeholder Type
	Stakeholder Group
	    Role in ConnectPlus

	Internal
	Board of Directors
	Approve investment, provide strategic direction and oversee governance.

	Internal
	Senior Management & Project Manager
	Coordinate implementation, allocate resources and monitor project performance.

	Internal
	Marketing & Digital Teams
	Develop personalised campaigns and customer engagement strategies.

	Internal
	IT & Data Analytics Teams
	Develop, maintain and secure the AI platform while ensuring compliance.

	Internal
	Store & Customer Service Employees
	Support customers, encourage adoption and provide operational feedback.

	External
	Customers
	Use ConnectPlus, provide feedback and influence future platform development.

	External
	Shareholders & Investors
	Evaluate financial performance and long-term return on investment.

	External
	Technology Partners
	Provide AI technology, software support and technical expertise.

	External
	Suppliers
	Support product availability and benefit from improved demand forecasting.

	External
	Regulators (ICO)
	Ensure compliance with UK GDPR and responsible data management.

	External
	Local Communities
	Influence organisational reputation and expect responsible business practices.



Table 1 demonstrates that ConnectPlus involves a diverse range of internal and external stakeholders whose interests extend beyond the successful delivery of the technology itself. Internal stakeholders are primarily responsible for planning and implementing the platform, whereas external stakeholders influence its long-term success through customer adoption, regulatory compliance and public trust. This distinction highlights the need for Marks & Spencer to adopt different engagement strategies for different stakeholder groups rather than assuming a single approach will be effective.
Identifying these stakeholder groups at an early stage may help Marks & Spencer anticipate potential opportunities and challenges before they affect project delivery. It could also encourage more effective communication and collaboration by recognising that different stakeholders are likely to have different expectations, priorities and levels of influence.


3.2 Stakeholder Power–Interest Matrix 
  Table 2. Power–Interest Matrix
	High Power
	Low Power

	High Interest: Board of Directors; Senior Management; Project Manager; IT & Data Analytics Teams (Manage Closely)
	High Interest: Customers; Store Employees; Customer Service Teams (Keep Informed)

	Low Interest: Shareholders & Investors; Regulators (ICO); Technology Partners (Keep Satisfied)
	Low Interest: Suppliers; Local Communities (Monitor)



To determine the most appropriate engagement strategy, stakeholders were analysed using Mendelow’s (1991) Power–Interest Matrix. This framework categorises stakeholders according to their level of influence and interest, enabling project managers to prioritise communication and resource allocation throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus.
3.3 Stakeholder Salience Model
While the Power–Interest Matrix focuses on influence and interest, Mitchell et al.’s (1997) Stakeholder Salience Model considers power, legitimacy and urgency. This provides a more dynamic understanding of stakeholder importance throughout the ConnectPlus project.
Table 3. Stakeholder Salience Model
	Stakeholder
	Power
	Legitimacy
	Urgency
	Priority

	Board of Directors
	✓
	✓
	✓
	Definitive

	Senior Management
	✓
	✓
	✓
	Definitive

	Project Manager
	✓
	✓
	✓
	Definitive

	Customers
	
	✓
	✓
	Dependent

	Store Employees
	
	✓
	✓
	Dependent

	Shareholders
	✓
	✓
	
	Dominant

	Technology Partners
	✓
	✓
	
	Dominant

	ICO / Regulators
	✓
	✓
	✓
	Definitive

	Suppliers
	
	✓
	
	Discretionary

	Local Communities
	
	✓
	
	Discretionary



4.0 Roles, Responsibilities, Benefits and Challenges of Key Stakeholders
Following the identification and prioritisation of stakeholders, it is important to understand the role each group plays during the implementation of ConnectPlus. Effective stakeholder management extends beyond identifying who is involved; it also requires organisations to recognise the value each stakeholder brings, the responsibilities they hold and the challenges they may experience throughout the project (Clarkson, 1995). Rowley (1997) further argues that organisations rarely manage stakeholders in isolation, as relationships between stakeholder groups often influence organisational decision-making. Consequently, Marks & Spencer must adopt a collaborative approach that considers how stakeholder interests interact rather than addressing each group independently. 
Table 4 summarises the key stakeholder groups involved in ConnectPlus and highlights their primary roles, responsibilities, potential benefits and associated challenges.

Table 4. Roles, Responsibilities, Benefits and Challenges of ConnectPlus Stakeholders
	Stakeholder
	Role & Responsibilities
	Benefits
	Challenges

	Board of Directors
	Strategic oversight and investment approval
	Supports growth and governance
	Balancing risk and investment

	Senior Management & Project Manager
	Project delivery and coordination
	Improved implementation
	Managing competing priorities

	Marketing & Digital Teams
	Customer campaigns
	Stronger engagement
	Maintaining relevant personalisation

	IT & Data Teams
	Develop and maintain AI platform
	Innovation and insights
	Cybersecurity and bias risks

	Employees
	Support customers and adoption
	Improved customer service
	Training and change resistance

	Customers
	Use platform and provide feedback
	Personalised rewards
	Privacy concerns

	Shareholders
	Monitor performance
	Long-term returns
	Implementation costs

	Technology Partners
	Technical expertise
	Innovation
	Systems integration

	Regulators
	Ensure compliance
	Ethical governance
	Changing regulation



The table highlights that stakeholders contribute in different ways throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus. Internal stakeholders are primarily responsible for planning, delivering and monitoring the project, whereas external stakeholders influence its long-term success through investment, regulation and customer adoption. Although these responsibilities differ, no stakeholder group operates independently. Decisions made by senior management may affect employees, while customer feedback could influence future developments of the AI platform. This reflects Rowley’s (1997) argument that stakeholder relationships should be viewed as interconnected networks rather than separate groups with isolated interests.
The potential benefits of ConnectPlus also vary between stakeholder groups. Customers may receive a more personalised shopping experience, while employees could benefit from improved digital tools and clearer customer insights. Shareholders are likely to focus on financial performance, whereas regulators prioritise ethical data management and legal compliance. Harrison and Wicks (2013) suggest that organisations create sustainable value when they consider these differing expectations instead of concentrating solely on financial outcomes. For Marks & Spencer, balancing these interests may strengthen trust in ConnectPlus and support the company’s wider digital transformation strategy.
Despite these opportunities, several challenges remain. Employees may initially resist adopting new AI technologies if they feel insufficiently trained or concerned about changing job roles. Similarly, customers may hesitate to share personal information unless they are confident that their data will be managed securely and transparently. Public discussion surrounding artificial intelligence has also intensified in recent years, meaning organisations introducing AI-powered services are increasingly expected to demonstrate fairness, accountability and responsible governance. Consequently, maintaining open communication with stakeholders is likely to become just as important as the technology itself during the successful implementation of ConnectPlus.

5.0 Stakeholder Engagement Strategies
Identifying stakeholders is only the first step in successful stakeholder management. Organisations must also develop effective strategies to build trust, encourage collaboration and maintain positive relationships throughout the project lifecycle. This is particularly important when implementing digital technologies such as ConnectPlus, where stakeholder expectations may change as the project develops. Ashcroft (2017) argues that successful organisations create value by developing meaningful relationships rather than treating stakeholder engagement as a one-off activity. Similarly, Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne (2013) suggest that long-term relationships are more likely to create sustainable value than focusing solely on individual transactions. For Marks & Spencer, this may mean maintaining regular communication with stakeholders before, during and after the implementation of ConnectPlus.
Although several engagement models exist, no single approach is suitable for every stakeholder group. Consequently, Marks & Spencer should adopt a combination of communication, consultation and collaborative decision-making to ensure stakeholder relationships remain responsive throughout the project.
Aaltonen and Kujala (2016) argue that stakeholder engagement within projects should remain flexible because stakeholder priorities often evolve throughout implementation. Rather than following a fixed engagement strategy, project managers should continually consider stakeholder expectations and adapt communication accordingly. This may be particularly important during the rollout of ConnectPlus, where technological developments, customer feedback and regulatory changes could influence stakeholder priorities over time.
5.1 The 4Cs Framework
One practical approach to stakeholder engagement is the 4Cs Framework, which focuses on Communication, Consultation, Collaboration and Commitment. Rather than viewing stakeholder engagement as a single event, the framework encourages organisations to develop relationships throughout the life of a project. This may be particularly beneficial for ConnectPlus, where customer expectations, artificial intelligence and data protection requirements are likely to evolve over time.
Communication
Communication forms the foundation of stakeholder engagement because it allows organisations to explain project objectives, manage expectations and respond to concerns. Marks & Spencer should provide regular updates through internal meetings, email, newsletters, the company intranet and the Sparks mobile application. Customers could also receive clear explanations regarding how their personal information is collected, stored and used within ConnectPlus. Transparent communication may help strengthen trust, particularly as public awareness of AI and data privacy continues to increase.

Consultation
Consultation encourages stakeholders to contribute their opinions before key decisions are made. During the development of ConnectPlus, Marks & Spencer could gather feedback through employee workshops, customer focus groups, surveys and pilot testing. This may help identify usability issues at an early stage while demonstrating that stakeholder opinions are valued. Reed et al. (2009) argue that involving stakeholders during decision-making often improves the quality and legitimacy of organisational decisions, rather than relying solely on management assumptions.
Collaboration
Collaboration involves stakeholders working together to achieve shared objectives. For ConnectPlus, this may include cooperation between marketing teams, IT specialists, store employees and external technology partners during the design and testing of AI features. Cross-functional working may improve innovation by combining different skills, experiences and perspectives. However, successful collaboration depends upon clearly defined roles and effective communication to avoid duplication of work or conflicting priorities.
Commitment
The final stage focuses on maintaining stakeholder commitment beyond the initial launch of the project. Marks & Spencer should continue monitoring stakeholder satisfaction through customer feedback, employee engagement surveys and performance reviews. Maintaining 
these relationships after implementation may encourage continuous improvement and demonstrate that stakeholder engagement is an ongoing organisational responsibility rather than a short-term objective.
Overall, the 4Cs Framework provides a structured approach to stakeholder engagement. However, maintaining long-term commitment may require significant organisational resources, particularly within large organisations where stakeholder expectations can change rapidly. Consequently, the framework should be viewed as a flexible guide rather than a fixed process.

5.2 Stakeholder Communication Plan
Alongside the 4Cs Framework, Marks & Spencer should implement a structured communication plan to ensure stakeholders receive appropriate information throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus.
Table 5. Stakeholder Communication Plan
	Stakeholder
	Information
	Method
	Frequency
	Owner

	Board of Directors
	Progress, risks, finance
	Board meetings
	Monthly
	Project Manager

	Senior Management
	Milestones and resources
	Meetings
	Fortnightly
	Project Manager

	Employees
	Training and updates
	Workshops/Intranet
	Monthly
	HR

	Customers
	Features and rewards
	App, email, social media
	Ongoing
	Marketing

	Technology Partners
	Technical updates
	Project meetings
	Weekly
	IT Manager

	Regulators
	Compliance reports
	Formal documentation
	As required
	Compliance Team



A structured communication plan may reduce uncertainty by ensuring stakeholders receive relevant information at appropriate stages of the project. It may also minimise misunderstandings and encourage greater transparency throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus.
5.3 RACI Matrix
Alongside effective communication and stakeholder engagement, clearly defining roles and responsibilities is essential for successful project delivery. One widely used project management tool is the RACI Matrix, which helps clarify who is responsible for completing tasks, who is accountable for final decisions, who should be consulted during decision-making and who simply needs to be kept informed. By establishing these responsibilities at an early stage, organisations may reduce confusion, minimise duplication of work and improve accountability throughout the project lifecycle (Project Management Institute, 2021).

For ConnectPlus, the RACI Matrix may also support collaboration between departments by ensuring each stakeholder understands their role during implementation. This is particularly important within digital transformation projects where responsibilities often overlap across technical, operational and customer-facing teams.
Table 6. RACI Matrix for ConnectPlus
	Activity
	Board
	Project Manager
	Marketing
	IT/Data
	Employees
	Compliance

	Project approval
	A
	R
	I
	I
	I
	C

	AI development
	I
	A
	C
	R
	I
	C

	Customer communication
	I
	A
	R
	C
	C
	I

	Employee training
	I
	A
	C
	C
	R
	I

	GDPR compliance
	I
	C
	I
	R
	I
	A

	Project evaluation
	A
	R
	C
	C
	C
	I

	
Note
	R=Responsible
	A=Accountable
	C=Consulted
	I=Informed
	
	



Key:
· R – Responsible: Completes the task.
· A – Accountable: Has overall ownership and final decision-making authority.
· C – Consulted: Provides specialist knowledge or advice before decisions are made.
· I – Informed: Receives updates on progress but is not directly responsible for completing the activity.
The RACI Matrix provides Marks & Spencer with a clear structure for managing stakeholder responsibilities throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus. However, responsibility alone does not guarantee successful stakeholder engagement. Harrison and St. John (1996) argue that organisations should also recognise the importance of communication and relationship management, particularly where projects involve multiple stakeholder groups with differing priorities. Consequently, the RACI Matrix should be viewed as a practical management tool that complements, rather than replaces, ongoing stakeholder engagement.

5.4 Managing Stakeholder Conflict
Introducing ConnectPlus is likely to create differing stakeholder priorities throughout the project. While shareholders may focus on financial returns, customers are more likely to prioritise privacy and personalised experiences. Employees may require additional training and reassurance regarding AI technologies, whereas regulators are primarily concerned with legal compliance and responsible data management. These competing expectations have the potential to create conflict if they are not managed effectively.
Thomas and Kilmann (1974) suggest that conflict should not always be viewed negatively, as constructive disagreement may encourage innovation and improve organisational decision-making when managed appropriately. Rather than avoiding conflict, Marks & Spencer should establish clear communication channels, encourage regular stakeholder feedback and promote collaborative problem-solving throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus. Similarly, Savage et al. (1991) argue that organisations should adopt different management strategies depending on stakeholder behaviour rather than assuming every stakeholder requires the same approach. For example, highly supportive stakeholders may benefit from collaborative involvement, whereas stakeholders expressing concern about AI or data privacy may require greater consultation and reassurance. This reinforces the importance of tailoring stakeholder engagement to different groups rather than relying upon a standardised communication strategy.
A practical example may involve customer concerns surrounding the collection and use of personal data. Rather than responding only after complaints arise, Marks & Spencer could proactively explain how customer information is collected, protected and used to generate personalised rewards. This approach may improve transparency while strengthening trust in the platform. Similarly, involving employees during pilot testing may reduce resistance to organisational change by allowing concerns to be identified before the full rollout of ConnectPlus.
Overall, stakeholder conflict should be viewed as an opportunity to improve decision-making rather than simply as a project risk. Organisations that actively listen to stakeholder concerns and respond transparently are often better positioned to build long-term trust and maintain positive stakeholder relationships (Ashcroft, 2017).

6.0 The Impact of Sustainable Stakeholder Engagement

Sustainable stakeholder engagement has become increasingly important as organisations face growing expectations to balance commercial success with social responsibility, ethical governance and environmental sustainability. Rather than viewing stakeholder engagement as a short-term activity, organisations are increasingly expected to develop long-term relationships built on trust, transparency and shared value. This approach aligns closely with Marks & Spencer’s Plan A sustainability strategy, which reflects the company’s commitment to responsible business practices alongside continued commercial growth (Marks & Spencer, 2025). Marks & Spencer’s Plan A strategy also reinforces the importance of balancing commercial success with environmental and social responsibility. Although ConnectPlus primarily focuses on customer engagement, its implementation should remain consistent with the organisation’s wider sustainability commitments by promoting transparency, responsible innovation and ethical data management.
Stakeholder engagement may be particularly important during the implementation of ConnectPlus because the platform relies on customers willingly sharing personal information in exchange for more personalised shopping experiences. If customers question how their data is collected or used, confidence in the platform could decline regardless of the quality of the technology itself. Greenwood (2007) argues that genuine stakeholder engagement should move beyond simply managing organisational reputation and instead focus on creating meaningful dialogue between organisations and their stakeholders. This perspective may be especially relevant for ConnectPlus, where maintaining customer trust is likely to influence long-term adoption and continued engagement.
From an employee perspective, sustainable engagement may also improve organisational performance. Employees who understand the purpose of organisational change and feel involved in decision-making are often more willing to adopt new systems and contribute towards continuous improvement. Harrison and Wicks (2013) suggest that organisations create greater value when they recognise and respond to the different interests of stakeholder groups rather than concentrating exclusively on shareholder returns. For Marks & Spencer, encouraging employees to share feedback throughout the implementation of ConnectPlus may improve both customer service and the overall effectiveness of the platform.
Sustainable stakeholder engagement may also strengthen innovation. Customers regularly provide valuable insights into changing shopping behaviours, product preferences and digital expectations. By using this feedback responsibly, Marks & Spencer could continue refining ConnectPlus after its initial launch rather than viewing implementation as a completed project. This reflects Christopher, Payne and Ballantyne’s (2013) view that long-term relationships encourage organisations to create value collaboratively with stakeholders instead of delivering value to them. In practice, customer feedback may influence future AI recommendations, reward structures and accessibility features, allowing the platform to evolve alongside stakeholder needs.
However, maintaining sustainable stakeholder relationships is not without challenges. Public concern surrounding artificial intelligence has increased significantly in recent years, particularly regarding data privacy, algorithmic bias and transparency. Customers are becoming more aware of how organisations collect and process personal information, while regulators continue to strengthen expectations around responsible AI governance. Consequently, Marks & Spencer should ensure ConnectPlus complies with UK GDPR and emerging AI regulations while communicating these safeguards clearly to stakeholders. Although legal compliance is essential, trust is unlikely to develop through regulation alone. Instead, it may depend upon consistent communication, ethical leadership and a willingness to respond to stakeholder concerns throughout the life of the project.
Overall, sustainable stakeholder engagement should not be viewed simply as a mechanism for reducing project risk. It may also provide Marks & Spencer with a competitive advantage by strengthening customer loyalty, encouraging innovation and supporting responsible organisational growth. While implementing ConnectPlus will inevitably present challenges, organisations that invest in long-term stakeholder relationships are often better positioned to adapt to changing market conditions and maintain stakeholder confidence over time (Ashcroft, 2017).

7.0 Recommendations

Based on the findings of this report, several recommendations are proposed to support the successful implementation of ConnectPlus at Marks & Spencer.
Recommendation 1: Introduce ConnectPlus through a phased launch 
Rather than launching ConnectPlus across all UK stores simultaneously, Marks & Spencer should introduce the platform in selected regions before a nationwide rollout. A phased approach may allow the organisation to gather customer and employee feedback, identify technical issues and refine AI features before full implementation. This may reduce project risks while improving stakeholder confidence throughout the launch.
Recommendation 2: Invest in employee training and digital capability
Employees will play an important role in encouraging customers to adopt ConnectPlus and answering questions about its features. Consequently, Marks & Spencer should provide practical training that improves employees’ understanding of artificial intelligence, customer data protection and the functionality of the platform. Well-informed employees are more likely to deliver consistent customer experiences and contribute valuable feedback for future improvements.
Recommendation 3: Strengthen transparency around AI and customer data
As concerns surrounding artificial intelligence and personal data continue to grow, Marks & Spencer should communicate clearly how customer information is collected, stored and used within ConnectPlus. Providing simple privacy notices, accessible FAQs and regular updates may help build customer trust while demonstrating the organisation’s commitment to responsible and ethical use of AI.
Recommendation 4: Establish continuous stakeholder feedback mechanisms
Stakeholder engagement should continue beyond the initial launch of ConnectPlus. Marks & Spencer should regularly collect feedback from customers, employees, technology partners and other key stakeholders through surveys, focus groups and performance reviews. This may help identify emerging issues, improve future updates and ensure the platform continues to meet changing stakeholder expectations.


8.0 Conclusion

This report has explored how effective stakeholder engagement may support the successful implementation of ConnectPlus, an AI-powered enhancement to Marks & Spencer’s existing Sparks loyalty programme. By applying stakeholder management frameworks, including Stakeholder Theory, the Power–Interest Matrix, the Stakeholder Salience Model, the 4Cs approach and the RACI Matrix, the report has demonstrated that successful digital transformation depends upon more than technological innovation alone. Building and maintaining strong stakeholder relationships is equally important.
The findings suggest that different stakeholder groups have different expectations and levels of influence throughout the project. Consequently, Marks & Spencer should adopt a flexible approach to stakeholder management by combining structured communication, meaningful consultation and ongoing collaboration. While challenges relating to artificial intelligence, data privacy and organisational change are likely to arise, these may be reduced through transparent leadership, employee engagement and responsible decision-making.
Overall, ConnectPlus has the potential to strengthen customer loyalty, support innovation and contribute to Marks & Spencer’s long-term digital strategy. However, these outcomes are likely to be achieved only if stakeholder engagement remains a continuous process rather than a one-off activity. Developing long-term, trust-based relationships with stakeholders may therefore become one of the most significant factors influencing the future success of ConnectPlus.
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