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Executive Summary
This consultation report assesses the efficacy of Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) strategies at M&S Food in driving organisational performance and establishing long-term customer loyalty. M&S Food leverages its premium market position, advanced data analytics through the Sparks loyalty program, and deep commitment to ethical standards to achieve profound market differentiation. The analysis concludes that M&S excels in data-driven personalisation, yet opportunities remain in strengthening proactive service recovery and formalizing customer co-creation initiatives. 


Organisational Overview

1.1 Historical Development and Evolution of Marks and Spencer Food
Marks & Spencer, a retailer founded in 1884, evolved from its humble beginnings to become a British institution recognized globally for quality and trust. The Food division. This evolution is characterized by two defining aspects: the commitment to exclusive, own-brand excellence and the strategic adoption of omnichannel delivery (Marks & Spencer, 2024).
M&S Food pioneered the concept of high-quality and innovative convenience products, establishing a premium differentiation strategy that insulated it from direct price wars waged by mainstream supermarkets. This focus on product innovation remains a core competitive advantage (Berry, 1995). The second transformative step was the Ocado Retail joint venture in 2020. This move effectively resolved M&S’s historical weakness in scalable online grocery distribution, ensuring that their high-value customers could access the M&S Food offering seamlessly, a crucial element for modern customer retention (Verhoef et al., 2009).









1.2 Current Market Position
M&S Food operates in a unique segment of the UK grocery market, focusing on premium quality and convenience.
· Market Share and Growth: While M&S's overall market share remains below the traditional 'Big Four', the Food division consistently demonstrates strong growth trends, frequently outpacing the wider market (Kantar, 2024). This growth is supported by its strategy to provide “Trusted Value”—competitive pricing on essential daily goods.
· Market Performance (Profit Status): The Food business is now the most profitable division within the M&S Group. Strategic investments in supply chain optimization and data-driven inventory management, coupled with robust sales growth, have resulted in sustained profit improvements and better operating margins (Marks & Spencer, 2024). focusing on quality and differentiation as opposed to purely volume-driven competition.
· Target Customer: The primary focus is the 'Modern Mainstream' customer, who is affluent, digitally engaged, and places a high value on quality, convenience, and ethical sourcing.
1.3 The Organisation’s Mission Statement and Values Alignment
The M&S Group mission statement is: "to deliver the 'Magic of M&S' to every customer, whenever, wherever and however they choose to shop with us."
This statement is fundamentally customer-centric, aligning perfectly with the core philosophy of contemporary CRM, which asserts that sustained profitability stems from understanding and fulfilling customer needs (Payne & Frow, 2005). The mission explicitly reflects key organisational values:
· Quality and Trust: The "Magic of M&S" is a proprietary term encompassing the consistent delivery of high-quality, trusted products, (Berry, 1995).
· Innovation and Convenience: The commitment to meeting the customer "whenever, wherever and however" they choose underscores the value placed on omnichannel seamlessness.
· Ethical Responsibility (Plan A): While not explicitly in the mission text, M&S’s deeply embedded Plan A sustainability and ethical policy. This commitment is vital for achieving relationship equity with the target market, who prioritize ethical consumption (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003).

Data and Customer Relationships

2.1 The Role of Data Collection, Analysis, and Evaluation in Developing Sustainable Customer Marketing Relationships
Data serves as the foundational resource for modern CRM, enabling the transition 
from transactional exchanges to sophisticate, sustainable customer marketing relationships (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995). The strategic use of data provides the necessary intelligence to tailor value propositions, predict behaviour, and optimize retention spend.

· Collection (Identification): Data is collected from multiple touchpoints: in-store transactions, the M&S App, Ocado orders, and digital engagement (emails, social media). This data capture is essential for building a 360-degree customer view, allowing M&S to accurately identify customer needs and measure their value (Jain et al., 2020).
· Analysis (Personalisation and Prediction): Utilizing Machine Learning (ML) and Artificial Intelligence (AI), M&S transforms raw data into predictive insights. 
· Lifetime Value (CLV) and deploying sophisticated Predictive Churn Models. This allows M&S to segment customers based not just on past behaviour, but on future potential, enabling the strategic allocation of retention resources (Berger & Bechwati, 2001).
· Evaluation (Optimisation and Learning): CRM effectiveness is continuously evaluated using metrics such as churn rate reduction, campaign conversion rates, and Net Promoter Score (NPS). This feedback loop is crucial for ensuring that marketing practices are refined.





2.2 Examples from M&S Food: Data for Customer Relationship Building
M&S Food's revitalized Sparks loyalty programme is the primary mechanism for transforming data into deeper customer relationships:
· Personalised Value: Sparks utilizes AI to move beyond generic loyalty schemes. Instead of offering blanket discounts, it provides personalised price promotions and offers tailored precisely to individual purchase patterns, strengthening the perception that M&S understands the customer’s specific needs.

· Emotional Connection through Delight: The Sparks system randomly rewards customers with "treats" (e.g., a free bag of proprietary goods or a coffee). This unpredictability taps into the psychological principle of reciprocity and surprise, creating positive emotional peak moments that are highly memorable and significant. 

· Targeted Content and Value-in-Use: Data on product category purchases (e.g., wine, specific cuisine ingredients) triggers the delivery of relevant, high-quality content via the M&S App or email. Example: A customer purchasing a new spice blend might receive an immediate, short video tutorial or recipe guide. This process delivers utilitarian value-in-use, extending the service and deepening the relationship beyond the physical product itself (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).





CRM Strategy Analysis

3.1 Segmentation, Targeting, and Positioning Strategies
· Segmentation: M&S focuses on behavioural segmentation, identifying high-value customers based on their purchase frequency, affinity for premium/innovative products, and digital engagement (Market Research Society, 2024). 

· Targeting: Resources are strategically targeted at segments showing the highest potential for growth and profitability. Marketing efforts are designed to migrate lower-frequency shoppers into the high-frequency loyalty tier through incentives and personalized nudges.

· Positioning: M&S is positioned on "Quality, Value, Service, and Innovation." The key differentiator is the brand’s ability to offer unparalleled quality in its own-brand food, positioning it above the standard supermarket.










3.2 Achieving Market Differentiation using the Marketing Mix (7Ps)
	P
	M&S Food Strategy
	CRM Differentiation and Retention Impact

	Product
	95%+ Exclusive Own-Brand. Focus on quality, innovation, and food standards 
	Risk Reduction: High, consistent quality minimizes customer dissatisfaction, fostering Trust—the cornerstone of long-term relationships (Berry, 1995).

	Price
	Trusted Value & Dynamic Personalisation. Competitive pricing on essentials, highly personalized discounting via Sparks.
	Personalised Value Perception: Prices are tailored via data, ensuring the value proposition is felt individually.
(Berger & Bechwati, 2001).

	Place
	True Omnichannel. High street Food Halls, Simply Food convenience stores, and the Ocado joint venture for national delivery.
	Convenience & Accessibility: Ensures M&S meets the customer wherever they are, eliminating friction and maximizing utility, a primary driver of retention (Verhoef et al., 2009).

	Promotion
	M&S Insiders & Social Media Virality. Authentic colleague advocacy and highly engaging, trend-focused digital content.
	Authenticity and Engagement: Colleague-led promotions humanize the brand. reach, low-cost advocacy (Embryo, 2025).

	People
	Data Academy & Service Training. Significant investment in upskilling colleagues in data literacy and customer service excellence.
	Relationship Front-Line: Knowledgeable and service-oriented staff enhance the human element of the in-store experience, strengthening personal bonds and service quality (Grönroos, 1994).

	Process
	Digital Integration (Scan & Shop). Streamlining the in-store payment and online ordering experience.
	Efficiency: Reduces effort and time costs for the customer, reinforcing the premium convenience 

	Physical Evidence
	Modernised Food Hall Design. Clean, attractive, high-quality, and stimulating store environments.
	Brand Reinforcement: The premium physical environment consistently reinforces the brand promise of high quality and luxury.



3.3 How Effectively M&S Food Meets the 4Cs of Customer Needs
The 4Cs model (Customer Needs, Cost, Convenience, Communication) provides a customer-centric lens to evaluate M&S Food's strategy (Lauterborn, 1990):
· Customer Needs: M&S excels by meeting the core needs for trust, quality, and ethical confidence. The emphasis on sourcing standards and product innovation satisfies the customer’s desire for reliable, enjoyable food that aligns with modern lifestyle trends (e.g., wellness, plant-based diets).
· Cost: While M&S products are generally higher priced, the perceived Cost-to-Customer is managed effectively through the personalised savings delivered by Sparks. This ensures that customers feel they are receiving equivalent value relative to their spend and relationship loyalty.
· Convenience: The multi-channel Place and seamless Process integration (e.g., app-based shopping) provides maximum Convenience, minimizing search costs and purchasing friction.
· Communication: M&S utilizes its social and digital platforms for continuous, two-way Communication. The use of Insiders and immediate digital content (recipes) ensures the brand is constantly engaging and relevant, facilitating the dialogue required for relationship maintenance (Sheth & Parvatiyar, 1995).
3.4 Ethical and Sustainability Policies and Practices (Plan A) M&S's Plan A sustainability programme is a strategic CRM tool, deeply aligning the brand's practices with the values of its target demographic.
· Alignment with Customer Expectations: The ethical consumer segment, which overlaps heavily with the M&S customer base, demands transparency and responsibility (Bhattacharya & Sen, 2003). Plan A’s commitments on sustainable sourcing, animal welfare, and waste reduction directly meet these elevated ethical expectations.
· Building Relationship Equity: The ethical commitment acts as a moral differentiator, building a profound sense of trust that transcends the functional benefits of the product. This makes the brand relationship stronger and less vulnerable to competition based on price alone.
· Practical Application: M&S actively links customer purchases to ethical outcomes, such as linking Sparks rewards to donations for Plan A causes. This makes the customer a co-creator of societal value, reinforcing their positive identity and strengthening their emotional bond with M&S (Sustainability Mag, 2022).
3.5 Achieving Customer Centrality and Long-Term Loyalty
The integrated CRM approaches described above help M&S achieve Customer Centrality and high loyalty:

· Customer Centrality: By embedding data insights from Sparks and customer feedback into product development and operational decision-making, M&S ensures the customer is truly at the core of the business strategy (Payne & Frow, 2005). New food lines are often launched based on direct digital feedback and behavioural analysis.

· Relationship Equity Building: The consistent delivery of emotional rewards (treats), personalized utility (offers/content), and moral alignment (Plan A) builds high relationship equity, increasing the emotional cost of switching to a competitor (Berry, 1995).

· Emotional Loyalty: M&S aims for emotional loyalty (Oliver, 1999), which is loyalty driven by psychological attachment, rather than just transactional necessity. The "Magic of M&S," created through moments of surprise and delight, is the engine of this emotional bond.








Conclusions and Recommendations

4.1 Conclusion: CRM Practices Positively Contributing to Performance
M&S Food's current CRM model is highly successful, translating strategic positioning into measurable performance gains:
1. Data-Driven Personalisation: The revamped Sparks programme effectively uses ML/AI to provide personalised, high-value rewards, significantly increasing customer retention rates and average transaction frequency among its most valuable segments (Microsoft, 2023).

2. Brand Trust and Differentiation: The consistent delivery of product quality and the communication of ethical practices (Plan A) secure a unique and defensible market position, insulating M&S from pure price competition.

3. Omnichannel Excellence: The strategic use of the M&S App and the Ocado partnership ensures the brand is readily accessible and convenient, fulfilling the 'whenever, wherever' mission promise, a vital element in retaining busy, high-value customers.








4. Areas for Improvement in Strengthening Long-Term Customer Relationships and Loyalty
While M&S’s CRM operational foundation is strong, the following recommendations will focus on enhancing emotional loyalty and maximizing the utility of customer data to further reduce churn and maximize CLV

	#
	Area for Improvement
	Recommendation
	Supporting Theory/Insight

	1
	Proactive Social Service Recovery (SCSR)
	
Implement a dedicated, empowered SCSR team for M&S Food that monitors social channels in real-time. This team must be authorized to resolve food quality issues immediately (e.g., sending instant, high-value digital replacement vouchers) within 60 minutes of a complaint.

	Service Recovery Paradox: Highly effective and timely resolution of a service failure can lead to greater loyalty than if the failure had never occurred (Tax et al., 1998).

	2
	Formalizing Co-Creation and Community
	
Expand the customer engagement initiative into a formalized M&S Food Customer Council (The Collective), granting exclusive, continuous access to top-tier loyalists for beta-testing new products and providing structured feedback on ethical investments.

	Co-creation of Value (S-D Logic): Involving high-value customers in value creation deepens their commitment, increases emotional switching costs, and ensures product alignment (Vargo & Lusch, 2004).

	3
	Differential Service Based on CLV
	
Move beyond offering uniform digital service. Top-tier, high-CLV customers should receive differential, human-centric benefits, such as a dedicated in-store personal shopper access line, or guaranteed priority slots for high-demand seasonal items (e.g., Christmas food orders).

	Customer Lifetime Value (CLV): Differentiating service levels according to customer value is essential for maximizing profitability and reinforcing the perceived VIP status of the most loyal segment (Berger & Bechwati, 2001).
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