


Innovation and Customer Journey Transformation at Sainsbury’s: A Design Thinking Approach
Design Thinking and Innovation
Module Code: LCLM6002
Laurentiu Lisman – 2322353


Introduction
According to Asysyhfa (2024), design thinking is a human centred approach towards innovation in business. This method can foster problem solving and innovation along with creativity.
This research looks at how Sainsbury's, one of the UK's biggest food merchants, uses design thinking and innovation. Sainsbury's has had to constantly change its business model, customer experience, and technology to keep up with changing customer needs in a market that is very competitive and changing quickly.

The goal of this paper is to critically look at how Sainsbury's uses innovation in its business, especially when it comes to making customers happy and creating value. Two important frameworks are used to do this: the Innovation Ambition Matrix and Customer Journey Mapping. These tools are used to look at the organization's present innovation efforts and find areas where it could do better.

The research also suggests a digital transformation project that will improve Sainsbury's customer journey and deal with the main problems found in the analysis. This contains a new customer journey map and a talk about how the suggested solution will help the company do better and make customers happier.

The report's main goal is to show how design thinking can be used strategically to make both the customer experience and business results better in a modern retail setting.






Introduction to the Organisation
Sainsbury's is one of the UK's biggest and oldest retail companies. It mostly sells groceries, but it also sells other goods and offers financial services. The company was founded in 1869 and has since built a strong market position. It is now known as the second-largest supermarket chain in the UK, servicing millions of people through its wide network of supermarkets, convenience stores, and online platforms (Sainsbury’s, 2025).
The main goal of Sainsbury's company is to "make good food joyful, accessible, and affordable for everyone, every day." This goal is in line with a long-term strategy focus on providing value, quality, and service, which still affects how the company works and how customers feel about it. The corporation can offer a wider range of products and services since it has a multi-brand ecosystem that includes Argos, Nectar, and Sainsbury's Bank (Sainsbury’s, 2025).

Sainsbury's works in a retail climate that is very competitive and changes quickly. Customers' expectations are becoming more and more influenced by how easy it is to shop, how much things cost, and how easy it is to access online. In response, the firm has come up with the "Next Level Sainsbury's" strategy, which is based on its previous "Food First" strategy. This strategy puts the grocery company first, builds customer loyalty through tailored offers, and invests in digital and operational capabilities to make things more efficient and improve the customer experience.
The company has shown solid financial performance even though the economy has been tough. Sainsbury's made £761 million in underlying profit before tax in the 2024/25 financial year. This was an 8.6% increase from the year before, and retail sales (not including fuel) grew by 3.1% (Sainsbury’s, 2025). These numbers show that the business model is strong because it keeps investing in pricing, new ideas, and customer value.

One of the most important things about how Sainsbury's works is how it uses data and technology to help make decisions. The company says that "data and technology innovation" support its infrastructure and capabilities, which lets it work more efficiently, tailor consumer experiences, and stay competitive in the digital retail space. This shows that Sainsbury's is a company that actively uses design thinking principles, especially when it comes to improving customer experiences and coming up with new ideas.

In general, Sainsbury's is a good example to use when looking at innovation and customer experience. Its substantial position in the market, continuing digital transformation, and clear strategic direction make it a good place to use frameworks like the Innovation Ambition Matrix and Customer Journey Mapping in the next sections.
Key Consumer and Industry Trends
According to Awofadeju, Ademiju and Ilkay Karaduman (2024), it is highly important to understand consumer trends in order to develop lucrative market and consumer strategies. 
The The grocery store Sainsbury's is part of a UK grocery sector that is changing a lot because to economic pressures, changing consumer behaviour, and the rapid growth of digital technology. One of the most important trends is that prices are going up and people are becoming more price-sensitive. In 2025, inflation in the UK grocery industry hit above 5%, which made it harder for families to stick to their budgets and made people more likely to buy only what they needed (Reuters, 2025). Because of this, more and more people are buying private-label goods and looking for deals, which makes competition between big grocery stores even stronger.
The tendency of more price competition and discounts is closely related to this. UK supermarkets are putting a lot of money into promotions, and almost 30% of grocery expenditure is connected to discounts (Almeida, 2025). 
This shows how big the price war is. Also, inexpensive stores like Aldi and Lidl are growing quickly, changing the way the market works and driving big supermarkets like Sainsbury's to keep proving their worth.
Another big trend is that people are shopping more in both physical and digital stores. More than 80% of UK buyers consistently use both online and in-store channels, therefore they want them to work together well (Retail industry outlook, 2025). Online grocery shopping, fast delivery services, and smartphone apps are becoming vital parts of the shopping experience. This has led businesses to spend money on digital transformation and data-driven personalisation.
At the same time, there is more focus on convenience and on-demand consumption. The growth of quick delivery services and flexible shopping forms shows how people's lives are changing, with speed and ease of access being more important to them (Retail Economics, 2024). As a result, supermarkets have added more click-and-collect, same-day delivery, and smaller convenience store models.

People are also changing their attitudes on health and sustainability. Recent changes in how people in the UK buy things reveal that they want more environmentally friendly and healthier options, like plant-based foods and packaging that does not hurt the environment (Reuters Staff, 2026). This trend is forcing stores to come up with new ways to make, find, and deliver their products.

Finally, the industry is going through a lot of changes in technology. Data analytics, artificial intelligence, and automation are all important for making things run more smoothly and giving customers a better experience. Retailers are using customer data more and more to tailor offerings, improve inventory management, and make operations run more smoothly. This makes technology a significant competitive edge.
In general, these developments point to a retail environment that is getting more competitive, focused on customers, and driven by technology. Sainsbury's must adapt to these developments in order to stay competitive and find new ways to grow and innovate.
Part 1: Analysis of Sainsbury’s Approach to Innovation (Innovation Ambition Matrix)
Sainsbury's approach to innovation is based on its strategic goal of providing value, making the customer experience better, and making operations more efficient in a very competitive retail market. The company does not focus on high-risk innovation. Instead, it uses a more balanced and customer-focused approach, using innovation mostly to strengthen its current market position. This is clear in its "Next Level Sainsbury's" plan, which says that food quality, digital skills, and customer loyalty are the most important things for growth (Sainsbury’s, 2025). The Innovation Ambition Matrix is a good way to look at Sainsbury's innovation operations since it shows how its efforts are spread out across core, adjacent, and transformative innovation (Nagji & Tuff, 2012).
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Core Innovation
Sainsbury's innovation strategy is mostly about core innovation, which is making the products, services, and processes it already has better within its present business model (Deckert, 2016). A large number of its projects are meant to improve how customers see the value of its products and services, especially because people in the UK grocery sector are becoming more price sensitive. For instance, the rise in Nectar Prices has been a key part of giving customers tailored value, saving them more than £2 billion and making them more loyal. In the same way, pricing tactics like Aldi Price Match and ongoing investments in lowering costs show a strong commitment to staying competitive on cost while keeping quality (Sainsbury’s, 2025). 

Sainsbury's has also focused on coming up with new items within its current range. In only one year, the company launched more than 1,300 new products, many of which are in its premium "Taste the Difference" category. This core innovation also includes changes to operations, such as more use of self-service checkouts and better shop layouts to make things run more smoothly and keep customers moving. These efforts certainly help with short-term success and keeping customers, but they are mostly small changes that do not set Sainsbury's apart from its competitors, many of which are doing the same things (Sainsbury’s, 2025).
Adjacent Innovation
Sainsbury's shows a moderate level of adjacent innovation by adding new channels and improving its existing ecosystem, in addition to its main business activities. Digital transformation is a big area of growth, especially in online groceries and convenience services. The company has said that online grocery sales are growing and that on-demand delivery services are growing quickly. This shows that customers want more convenience and accessibilit (Sainsbury’s, 2025). These changes make Sainsbury's traditional retail model more integrated by adding an omnichannel experience.
The development and growth of SmartShop technology is another example of this change. It lets customers scan and pay for things using their phones, which makes shopping in-store faster and easier. Sainsbury's has also used its Nectar reward program to create a data-driven ecosystem through Nectar360, which allows for targeted marketing and retail media opportunities (Linehan, 2023). This use of data analytics in consumer engagement shows that the organization is shifting away from traditional retail and toward a more digitally enabled business model.
Even if these projects are important innovations, they are also very much connected to how the business already works. They improve the core business instead of changing it, which makes Sainsbury's an adaptable but not very innovative company.
Transformational Innovation
Sainsbury's involvement in transformative innovation is not very strong, but there are hints that they are starting to think about long-term strategic growth. The corporation has started putting money into new technologies like AI and machine learning to make demand forecasting, inventory management, and customisation better. For example, using machine learning to make predictions has helped make products more available and operations more efficient (BlueYonder, 2024). These projects show that people are starting to make decisions based on more data.

Sainsbury's sustainability efforts, such as new ways to package products and long-term collaborations in the supply chain, also show that the company is trying to rethink parts of its business model in light of environmental issues (Sainsbury Plc, 2025). But these changes are happening slowly and do not yet mean a complete change in how the organization develops or distributes value. Sainsbury's innovation in this field is still conservative and slow compared to other companies in the retail and technology sectors that are more innovative.

Overall, Sainsbury's innovation strategy focuses more on core and adjacent innovation than on revolutionary change. This makes sense because the supermarket business has poor profit margins, so being efficient, keeping costs down, and keeping customers are all very important. But the lack of major transformational innovation could be a problem in the long run, especially because digital disruption is changing the retail scene.
	Innovation Type
	Description
	Evaluation for Sainsbury’s

	Core Innovation
	Improving existing products and processes
	Strong focus; improves value and efficiency but limited differentiation

	Adjacent Innovation
	Expanding into related channels and capabilities
	Moderate presence; enhances digital experience but not transformative

	Transformational Innovation
	Creating new or disruptive business models
	Limited; early-stage AI and sustainability efforts

	Overall Evaluation
	Balance across innovation types
	Heavily focused on core and adjacent; needs more transformational innovation





Customer Journey Mapping
According to Pantouvakis and Gerou (2022), the customer journey refers to the overall experience a customer has with a company across multiple touchpoints, including their emotional and behavioural responses to a firm’s offerings.
	Stage
	Customer Actions
	Touchpoints
	Pain Points
	Opportunities

	Awareness
	Customer sees ads, promotions, or app offers
	Website, app, ads, Nectar
	Too many offers → confusion
	Better personalised targeting

	Consideration
	Browsing products online or planning in-store visit
	Website, mobile app
	Difficult navigation or overload of choices
	AI-based recommendations

	Purchase (In-store)
	Shopping physically, scanning items, paying
	Store, SmartShop, checkout
	Queues, tech issues, effort to scan items
	Frictionless checkout

	Purchase (Online)
	Add to cart, checkout, select delivery
	Website/app
	Delivery slots limited, substitutions
	Smarter logistics & real-time updates

	Post-purchase
	Delivery/collection, product use
	Delivery service, email
	Late delivery, missing items
	Tracking + better communication

	Loyalty
	Use Nectar rewards, repeat purchase
	Nectar app, offers
	Complex reward system, extra steps
	Simplify rewards + automation


(Patti et al., 2020)
The way Sainsbury's consumers connect with both digital and physical touchpoints is a good example of an omnichannel retail approach. Promotions, loyalty offers, or ads that are more tailored through the Nectar ecosystem frequently start the journey. Personalisation is meant to make customers more interested, but the number and complexity of offers might make things confusing, especially when there are various discounts and conditions.

Consideration Stage: Customers either look online or make plans to visit the store during the contemplation stage. Sainsbury's has digital platforms that work together so that people can search for products and keep track of their shopping lists. But studies suggest that modern grocery stores sometimes provide customers too many options, which can make it harder to make decisions and even lead to irritation. This means that smarter recommendation systems could make the procedure easier (SPECTRUM UniTec, 2025).

Purchase: At the point of purchase, the journey separates into two parts: in-store and online. SmartShop is an example of a technology that lets customers scan things and avoid lines in stores (Smartshop, 2025). This makes shopping easier and faster. But not all customers find these technologies to be flawless. Problems like scanning problems or system checks might make the experience less enjoyable. Online, the platform is convenient, but frequent problems like limited delivery slots and product replacements can make people less happy.
The time after a customer buys anything is very important for keeping them as a customer. 
Post-purchase: When things are late or missing, people lose a lot of trust, especially when it comes to online grocery services. This shows how important logistics and communication are for making the whole customer experience better.
Lastly, at the loyalty stage, Sainsbury's uses their Nectar program to get customers to buy from them again and build stronger relationships with them. This system gives users tailored deals and savings, but recent adjustments that require customers to manually activate offers have caused problems and made some users unhappy, showing that there is need for improvement in the user experience.

Overall, the customer experience shows that Sainsbury's has done a good job of combining digital and physical channels, but there are still some problems. Some of these are complicated reward programs, slow online delivery, and different ways of using technology in stores. These problems are evident chances for digital innovation, especially through automation, personalisation, and better design of user experiences.





Part 2: Proposed Digital Transformation Initiative
To fix the problems with the present customer journey, Sainsbury's should build an AI-powered customised shopping assistant that works with its mobile app and SmartShop system. This project aims to make shopping easier for customers and help them make quicker decisions. 
The suggested system would use AI and machine learning to make shopping more personal by integrating user data from the Nectar loyalty program. It would automatically make shopping lists, suggest things based on what you have bought before, and apply applicable discounts without you having to do anything. This directly tackles a major problem with the current route, where customers typically have trouble with complicated price structures and a lot of different ways to get discounts.
This method has already worked in the retail business. For instance, Amazon utilises AI-powered recommendation systems to look at how customers act and propose things that are relevant to them. These customised recommendations are thought to make for about 35% of the company's sales (Sharma, 2024). This shows how well AI-driven customisation may work to get customers more involved, increase their basket size, and boost overall sales. Also, studies show that customisation tactics can boost sales by 10–15% and make marketing much more effective (Egorenkov, 2023). If Sainsbury's used a similar paradigm in its ecosystem, it could change from a reactive to a predictive way of doing business.
This system would also make things work better in the store. The assistant would be like a real-time guide, showing clients where to find products, suggesting replacements for things that are out of stock, and making shopping routes more efficient. This makes it easier to find things, especially in big stores, and saves time. Also, combining AI with SmartShop would make the checkout process smoother by automatically keeping track of items, applying discounts, and processing payments more quickly.

AI can also help with forecasting and managing inventory from an operational point of view. Machine learning systems are widely used in retail to predict demand, optimise stock levels, and reduce waste, allowing organisations to operate more efficiently while improving product availability (Amosu et al., 2024). This can help save money and helps the environment at the same time. But there are also problems with putting such a system into place. Using consumer data generates privacy and security issues, thus it is important to follow data protection rules very closely (Lonzetta & Hayajneh, 2020). Also, building and integrating AI systems requires a lot of money to be spent on technical infrastructure and training workers.

In general, this project is a step toward a retail model that is more data-driven, predictive, and focused on the customer. Sainsbury's can greatly improve the customer experience, make its operations more efficient, and boost its competitive position in a retail sector that is becoming more digital by using AI across the customer journey.
	Stage
	Customer Actions
	Touchpoints
	Improved Experience
	Value Created

	Awareness
	Receives personalised offers automatically
	Mobile app, email, notifications
	AI filters and delivers only relevant offers
	Reduces confusion, increases engagement

	Consideration
	Reviews smart shopping list and recommendations
	App, website
	Auto-generated list based on past behaviour and preferences
	Saves time, reduces decision fatigue

	Purchase (In-store)
	Uses app for guided shopping and scanning
	SmartShop app, in-store system
	Real-time navigation + product suggestions + faster scanning
	Faster shopping, improved convenience

	Purchase (Online)
	Reviews pre-filled basket and checks out
	Website/app
	AI suggests basket items + better substitution options
	Reduces frustration, improves satisfaction

	Checkout
	Completes payment seamlessly
	Mobile app, contactless
	Discounts auto-applied, minimal interaction required
	Frictionless checkout experience

	Post-purchase
	Tracks order and resolves issues instantly
	App notifications, tracking system
	Real-time updates + automated support
	Builds trust and transparency

	Loyalty
	Receives rewards automatically
	Nectar system (integrated)
	No need to activate offers; rewards applied instantly
	Stronger loyalty and repeat purchases


(Patti et al., 2020)
The improved customer journey is a change from a broken and effortful experience to one that is more smooth, smart, and tailored to each person. At the awareness stage, AI sorts through a lot of promotional data and only shows relevant offers. This makes it easier for people to understand and get involved. This directly tackles one of the most important problems with the existing journey: customers often feel overwhelmed by too many and too complicated promotions.
The introduction of an AI-generated shopping list during the deliberation stage makes it easier to make decisions by predicting what customers will want based on what they have done in the past. This makes things easier and saves time while planning. Both in-store and online experiences are much better at the point of purchase. In stores, real-time navigation and product suggestions cut down on the time and effort needed to find what you are looking for. Online, pre-filled baskets and smarter substitutes make it less frustrating when things are not in stock.
With automatic discounts and faster payment systems, the checkout procedure becomes practically smooth, with no extra steps needed. After a purchase, real-time tracking and automated problem solving make things clearer and build trust with customers. Finally, the loyalty stage is completely streamlined because rewards are immediately applied without the need for human activation. This makes customers happier and more likely to buy again.
Value Creation of the Proposed Initiative
The suggested AI-powered personalised shopping assistant adds value to Sainsbury's in several ways, including as improving the customer experience, making operations more efficient, and giving the company a better competitive edge.
First, the project greatly improves the client experience by making the shopping process smoother. Customers may shop faster and with less effort when procedures like making a shopping list, getting product recommendations, and applying discounts are automated (Egorenkov, 2023). This makes people happier, especially in a market where speed and convenience are becoming more and more crucial. Personalised recommendations also make things more relevant, which makes customers feel like the brand understands them better and gets them more involved.

Second, the program helps the company make more money and keep customers. Personalisation technologies have been found to make customers buy more things and more often since they are more likely to buy items that are suggested to them. Sainsbury's can boost customer loyalty and cut down on switching behaviour by making the loyalty program easier to understand and automatically giving out prizes. This is a big problem in the UK supermarket market, which is quite competitive (Sharma, 2024).

Third, the recommended solution makes operations more efficient by using data and automation better. AI-powered forecasting and recommendation systems help businesses better predict demand, which cuts down on stock shortages and surplus inventory (Amosu et al., 2024). Not only does this cut operational costs, but it also helps the environment by reducing food waste. Faster operations in stores and online can also help personnel by making their jobs easier and increasing productivity.



Measuring Success
These KPIs show how the success of the new system can be measured.
	KPI
	What it Measures
	Expected Impact

	Customer Retention Rate
	Repeat purchases over time
	Increase due to improved experience

	Average Basket Value
	Amount spent per transaction
	Higher through AI recommendations

	App Engagement Rate
	Frequency and usage of mobile app
	Increased usage of digital features

	Conversion Rate
	% of visits turning into purchases
	Improved through personalisation

	Checkout Time
	Time taken to complete purchase
	Reduced via frictionless checkout

	Order Accuracy
	Correct items delivered/substituted
	Improved customer satisfaction

	Net Promoter Score (NPS)
	Customer loyalty and satisfaction
	Higher due to better experience

	Delivery Performance
	On-time and efficient delivery
	Increased reliability

	Inventory Accuracy
	Stock availability and forecasting
	Reduced stockouts and waste








Conclusion
In conclusion this paper has critically analysed Sainsbury's implementation of design thinking and innovation in a highly competitive and swiftly changing retail landscape. The investigation showed that Sainsbury's innovation strategy is mostly focused on core and adjacent innovation. It puts a lot of attention on boosting value, making the customer experience better, and using digital tools. This strategy has helped keep customers and keep the company's finances stable, but it is mostly incremental and reacts to market demands instead of being really disruptive.
The Innovation Ambition Matrix showed that Sainsbury's innovation portfolio was clearly unbalanced, with not enough focus on transformative innovation. 
The consumer journey mapping also showed a number of major pain areas, such as how complicated reward schemes are, how inefficient online shipping is, and how inconsistent in-store technology is. These problems show that Sainsbury's has come a long way in combining digital and physical channels, but there are still some areas where they are not providing a truly seamless and tailored experience.

The proposed AI-powered customised shopping assistant is a realistic and forward-thinking answer to this problem. The program solves problems that have been found by adding artificial intelligence to the customer journey. This makes things more personalised, efficient, and satisfying for customers. The improved journey and related KPIs show even further how this kind of project can be monitored and linked to business success.
Overall,  Sainsbury's future competitiveness will depend on its ability to go beyond small changes and invest in bigger, data-driven innovations that will last for a long time.
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