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Design thinking is a human-focused, repetitive aspect utilised to manage complex issues by integrating with users, defining needs, promoting solutions, and constant testing (Munkki, 2024). It drives innovation by balancing user desirability, technical feasibility, and business viability. Innovation is the application of these insights to develop new, valuable, and practical products or services. Design thinking promotes collaboration, encourages measured risk-taking, and decreases development time by failing fast. It is not limited to product design but integrates with services, processes, and organisational challenges to develop competitive advantages. 
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is a major British multinational retailer company specialising in clothing, high-quality food, and home products. The brand was founded in 1884 by Michael Marks and Thomas Spencer in Leeds and their current headquarter is in London, UK. M&S operates over 1,400 stores worldwide and is known for its sustainability initiative and focus on quality. M&S has shifted its business with strong focus on online sales and enhanced modern food offering (Marks & Spencer, 2026). 
The report will apply innovation ambition matrix and customer journey mapping to identify current design thinking and innovation the M&S is focused on, and which new innovation opportunities are on horizon. It will propose new digital transformation initiative for M&S to help it overcome the challenge and it will explain how the proposed initiative will positively impact on the organisation and how the measurement will impact success of proposed initiative.
[bookmark: _Toc224226965]Consumer and Industry Trends
The fast fashion industry in current time is defined by the shift towards sustainable speed where digital transformation, AI and circular economy principles that are essential for survival and not for advantage. For M&S the trends have been directly influencing their reshape growth strategy which aims to increase online sales to 50% of total revenue (McKinsey & Company, 2023).
AI is shifting from a competitive edge to a necessity and it has been analysed that it has potential added 275 billion dollars in value to the industry. M&S is already leveraging this and using AI to generate 80% of the product descriptions and implementing computer vision in over 500 stores (Marks and Spencer Group plc, 2025). Further AI integration in demand forecasting and personalised styling is critical to meet the high consumer demand for tailored experiences. Also sustainability has evolved into a regularity requirement and the upcoming EU digital product passport necessitates the fill supply chain traceability by 2027 (Retail Week, 2024). M&S Plan A need to accelerate its digitalisation to ensure data transparency, as shoppers increasingly favor brands with verified, ethical, and ecofriendly credentials (Statista, 2025).
There has been economic pressures despite that consumers are seeking smart value meaning quality products at fair prices. The resale market is expected to grow two to three times faster than primary retail. M&S digital transformation need to integrate resale platforms and circularity. In UK 67 to 71% of fashion e commerce is mobile, with 23% of purchases influenced by social commerce (European Commission, 2024). Therefore M&S strategy need to unify physical and digital channels via the Sparks app which now drives 44% of online sales and need to continuously evolve to meet these high speed, mobile first demands (ThredUp, 2025). For M&S the digital transformation need to focus on integrating AI to boost efficiency and creating a transparent and circular supply chain to offer personalised value. The goal is to move from legacy retailer to an agile and sustainable brand.
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The innovation ambition matrix is a strategic framework, which was developed by Bansi Nagji and Geoff Tuff, to help organisations balance their portfolio of initiatives across different levels of risk and return – Core (incremental improvements), Adjacent (expanding existing capabilities), and Transformational (new markets/products). It maps the products against markets to guide the investment, mainly focusing on a 70/20/10 split (Stachel, and Musante, 2022). 
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is actively managing a significant structural shift focused on moving away from a traditional legacy retailer to an agile, data-driven, omni-channel business model. Using the Innovation Ambition Matrix, M&S is actively managing the immediate efficiency with the long-term survival. The brand is actively balancing the risk by focusing on the main operational enhancements while investing in the future-focused, transformative technologies. 
Core Innovations – Optimising the Retail Engine (Low Risk): These initiatives focus on enhancing the current Food and Clothing & Home operations to improve the overall efficiency and profitability within their current customer base. M&S is actively enhancing their end-to-end planning systems by applying design thinking to its apparel, focusing on “style-led, great value” products, which mainly focus on the growth in a competitive market by integrating affordability with high-quality, sustainable materials (Ninduwezuor-Ehiobu, et al. 2023). The brand is launching the “augmented” stores that integrate the physical and digital platforms, using apps to enhance in-store experience for the customer. Their current strategy focus on shifting to LED lighting, installing electric heating, and providing freezer doors across the store area to decrease operational emissions (Scope 1 and 2), enhancing the current portfolio to meet net-zero goals. M&S is changing in-stores with vast, modern food outlets to focus on “Fresh, Convenience, and Meal-for-Tonight,” directly adapting to changing consumer demand towards convenient, high-quality dining at home. 
Adjacent Innovations – Expanding Capabilities (Medium Risk): These innovations build on existing capabilities to shifting towards newer spaces within the organisation. M&S is investing around £250 million in the technology infrastructure to enhance resilience (portersfiveforce.com, 2025). This focus on creating the AI and computer vision in over 500 stores to optimise the inventory and utilising “Commerce Hub” to combine physical and digital channels. To promote strong online delivery growth, M&S is investing in robotics at its Castle Donington warehouse to improve the “click and collect” parcel sorting, extending the next-day delivery cut-off times to almost midnight. The brand has rapidly expanded its online platform to sell the third-party brands (such as Hobbs) that complement their main, style-focused clothing items, improving their market share in the “lifestyle” category. The sustainable sourcing (Plan A) is a new supply chain program by M&S using a digital hub that enhances the adoption of renewable electricity among the garment suppliers, positioning M&S as a leader in the ethical fashion (Marks & Spencer, 2026). 
Transformational Innovations – Redefining the Business (High Risk): These efforts showcase the major departures from the main business model by M&S. The brand is managing circularity initiatives such as “RE:Spark” and online repair services (such as partnering with SOJO) (Marks & Spencer, 2026). This transition the business model from linear, high-volume production to “extend the life of clothes,” a significant shift from traditional retail structure. M&S is actively investing in the startups to develop new eco-friendly and decrease the farming emissions through the automation, focused to significantly change product development. The brand is constantly shifting away from the traditional advertising structure by utilising the digital-first marketing such as “game-changing cab branding” and the influencer-based, online-exclusive campaigns, enhancing the process of how they engage with younger, and digitally-focused consumers. Although currently in the early stages of development, the integration of data from the Sparks app using the AI is creating the method for personalised, AI-based, real-time styling and nutrition recommendations, mainly developing an entirely new, and personalised shopping service for the consumer (Ashoka, et al. 2026).  
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In the future, the innovation roadmap of Marks & Spencer is focused on enhancing its “Reshape for Growth” strategy (Marks & Spencer, 2023). M&S can shift towards fully automated personalisation structure by transitioning from the current AI applications to AI-based personalised fashion and food curation methods. This shift can involve the virtual stylists and tailored, real-time recipe suggestions based on a user’s nutritional, dietary, and ethical preferences. M&S can transform the small, urban “Foodhalls” into the mini-fulfilment centres, for the immediate, local delivery, decreasing the dependency on the central warehouses and improving the “convenience” proposition.
Based on the major success of their online, third-party platform (MS2) and the repair service, M&S is well-positioned to launch a subscription-based rental service for their main clothing lines, focusing on engaging with the rising demand by younger audience for sustainable, affordable fashion in the market (Ray, and Nayak, 2023). The brand can utilise the blockchain process to help the consumers in scanning the food products and analysing the exact, carbon-neutral journey of their food products, improving the overall trust in the brand, mainly in the premium and fresh categories. 
M&S is actively using the Innovation Ambition Matrix to ensure that while they enhance the overall business model, they are also actively creating the capabilities (Adjacent) and exploring the future models (Transformational), which are important for the brand to stay relevant in a fast and constantly evolving retail landscape, and they are also enhancing their long-term viability for the younger, more agile competitors in the market. 
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Customer journey mapping is the method to develop a visual storyline of every interaction a customer has with a specific brand, product, or the service. It develops the entire customer experience, from the initial awareness through the purchase and retention, to help the organisations analyse the user emotions, pain points, and motivations, from the customer’s perspective. This framework shifts the organisation’s focus from a “what we sell” aspect to “how the customer experiences us.” By understanding the full journey, organisations can manage issues, adapt their marketing efforts, and develop a more personalised, seamless, and empathetic customer experience (Nugraha, Mulyadi, and Suriani, 2024). 
The customer journey mapping can be utilised to for mapping journey of a consumer for Marks & Spencer (M&S), focusing on their main customer base, mainly on the mid-to-high income individuals aged 45+, who focus on the quality, and reliability in the clothing, home and food products. The customer journey integrates the traditional in-store, digital, and omni-channel experiences, focusing on the major investment in the digital infrastructure to enhance the overall online sales for M&S significantly.

Figure 1: Customer Journey Mapping
Source: Self-Developed
Awareness and Discovery: The main customers generally discover the new products through the marketing using different channels such as TV advertising, M&S “Sparks” loyalty app personalised notifications, social media platforms (like Instagram and Facebook), and store window displays. The main gain point for this aspect is the high-quality, trusted, and familiar brand image. However, the major pain point is that traditional marketing may not resonate with younger audience within the 45+ age group, and inconsistent visibility of new, modern collections in comparison to traditional lines. The digital innovation opportunity for this aspect is utilising generative AI for tailored, hyper-personalised social advertisement content that showcase specific product benefits (Joseph, et al. 2025).
Consideration and Research: Customers compare the products, check stock, and read review, significantly utilising the mobile and in-store methods through the official website, user reviews, and the in-store “Scan and Shop” methods on the mobile app. The gain point for M&S is detailed product descriptions and high-quality photography. However, the main points are complex, slow-loading websites on the mobile devices and difficulty checking real-time in-store stock across multiple local locations (Mashetty, and Valiki, 2025). The digital innovation opportunity for M&S is utilising the enhanced AI-based real-time inventory management methods to decrease issue related to “out-of-stock.”
Purchase (Conversion): The active moment of transaction, which is mainly hybrid in nature is generally achieved through the in-store checkout and the “Scan & Shop” in-store methods. The main gain point for M&S is the seamless “click and collect” experience, with 44% of the online sales facilitated through the Sparks app (Drapers, 2024). The main pain points are the long queues during the peak hours times within the store, the payment failures, and the complex checkout procedures online. The main digital innovation opportunity is the computer vision aspect in-stores to analyse queue lengths and open automated, staff-less, or AI-powered checkout kiosks. The brand can also integrate the “Sparks Pay” system to enable 1-click purchases. 
Fulfilment and Reception: This aspect focus on the customer receiving the product, whether it is picked up within the store or delivered to their home using the home delivery tracking and packaging. The major gain point for this aspect is the fast, automated, “next-day” delivery methods for the consumers by utilising the robotic technology at the distribution centres (such as Castle Donington) (M&S Careers, 2023). The pain points are the inconsistent delivery timings during the peak seasons and the packaging that is difficult to recycle, undermining the “Plan A” sustainability goals. The main digital innovation opportunity is utilising the IoT enabled tracking to provide precise, real-time delivery window for consumers. The AI-based logistics can be used to optimise routing, decreasing carbon emissions and delivery costs. 
Post-Purchase and Loyalty: This aspect focus on engaging with the brand after the purchase, which includes returns and customer support. M&S can achieve this by providing customers with in-store returns, and proper service after the initial sale. The main gain point for M&S is the highly tailored Sparks rewards that customers find genuine and useful along with the high-quality customer service representatives for the brand. The major pain points are the inconvenient and slow returns process for the online purchases along with the loyalty program rewards sometimes not aligning with the customer preferences. The digital innovation opportunity is developing AI-based “returns prediction” that helps the consumers to get easier exchange options or the immediate refunds (Alkhorasani, and Alawag, 2025). The AI-powered chatbots are also important factors that can resolve majority of routine queries, leaving complex issues for human staff. 
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AI-based Operations (Supply Chain and Product): M&S is actively investing a significant amount in the technology. The main step focus on utilising the AI to predict the hyper-local trends, decreasing the overall markdowns, and ensuring that popular items (such as denim) are always in stock.
Computer Vision in-Store: M&S can integrate the AI cameras to analyse the stock levels and most importantly, automatically identifying, in real-time, when the queues are too long to result in staff deployment, which will increase the efficiency in-store (Motamary, 2023). 
Generative AI for Personalised Communication: Instead of utilising generic email system, M&S can utilises the generative AI to develop unique, personalised product descriptions in the email, based on the customer’s browsing habits. 
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[bookmark: _Toc224226972]New Initiative – The M&S Omni-Personal Ecosystem
Based on the analysis of Marks & Spencer’s (M&S) current Innovation Ambition Matrix and Customer Journey Mapping, it is evident that while M&S has made significant strides in digital integration there are critical gaps that remain. The primary challenges identified include out of stock frustrations, inconsistent delivery timings, complex online checkout and returns, and a marketing strategy that occasionally fails to resonate with a younger and digitally native audience while maintaining its core 45+ demographic (Schmitt, Rossi. and Bensoussan, 2021). For overcoming this hurdles the M&S need to move from the adjacent to transformational innovations for which the new initiative which is The M&S Omni-Personal Ecosystem is devised. This initiative will leverage on the Generative AI, computer vision and IoT enabled logistics for creating a seamless and concierge style shopping experience. 
The Omni-Personal Ecosystem is a multi-layered digital transformation designed to unify the physical and digital storefronts into a single and intelligent interface through their spark app. Currently Company uses AI for basic recommendations but this initiative will evolve this service into more advanced form where generative AI will be personal stylist and nutritionist. The main feature of this app is that it will use a customer purchase history and virtual try on technology to suggest complete outfits (Schmitt, Rossi and Bensoussan, 2021). If a customer brought a pair of trousers last months and then AI will proactively suggest a matching blazer that is available in their local store. For food department, AI will generate weakly meal plans based on dietary preferences and then will automatically populate an online basket with necessary M&S ingredients. 
Another feature of this initiative will be hyper local live-stock and computer vision integration. One of the most significant pain points is the difficult in checking real time in store stock. The function of the computer vision is that by integrating it with customer facing API the app will show customers exactly which aisle an item is in and how many are left in the real time (Ikeh, 2024). Also utilising the proposed AI cameras to monitor the queue lengths the app will send an instant checkout notifications to customer smart phones which will encourage the customers to use Sparks Pay to bypass the lines entirely.
Another feature of this initiative is smart circular logistics for addressing the slow returns and inconsistent delivery pain points. The AI algorithms will analyse the return patterns and if a customer frequently returns a specific slim fit size and the AI will prompt a size adjustment before the next purchase and for existing returns, the app will offer Instant Credit or a 1 click exchange via a QR code at any M&S Foodhall, removing the friction of postal returns (Velliangiri, Almeshari and Alzamil, 2023). Also IoT will be used in the delivery such that every vehicle will be equipped with IoT sensors that provides 15 minute precision window for home deliveries, solving the inconsistent timing issue identified in the journey map.
Challenges Addressed
	Challenge Identified
	Proposed Digital Solution

	Out of Stock Issue
	AI driven supply chain forecasting and real time inventory.

	Inconsistent Marketing
	Generative AI to create hyper-personalised ads and descriptions that resonate with both traditional 45+ customers and younger audiences

	Checkout Friction
	Integration of sparks pay and computer vision for staff less kiosks and reduce the peak hour wait times.

	Sustainability Trust
	Implementing blockchain tracking to allow customers to scan products and see their exact carbon neutral journey.
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The following updated customer journey map that demonstrates future state experience provided by the Omni Channel Ecosystem.
	Stage
	Touchpoint & Tech
	Enhanced Experience (Gain Point)
	Pain Point Resolved

	Awareness
	Generative AI Ads
	Customers will now be able to see the hyper personalised social media ads featuring items that complement their existing wardrobe.
	General marketing that fails to resonate with specific demographics.

	Consideration
	Virtual Try On and Live Stock
	Customers will now be able to wear the item digitally and see if the item is left in their nearby store or not.
	Difficulty in checking real time local stock and out of stock issues.

	Purchase
	Sparks Pay (Biometric)
	The one click checkout and in app biometric scan and shop will save customer time and they will not have to stand in lines.
	Long queues during peak hours and complex checkouts.

	Fulfillment
	IoT Precision Tracking
	The 15 minute live countdown on the app for delivery or ready for pickup alerts will enable the customers to have on time delivery.
	Inconsistent delivery timings and vague windows

	Post Purchase
	Predictive Returns Hub
	App will also offer the immediate exchange of suggestion or instant spark credit upon initiating a return will build trust among customers.
	Inconsistent and slow return process for online orders.

	Loyalty	
	Circular Rewards
	Rewards for using the re spark repair services will help customers to return old clothes for recycling and will build loyalty.
	Loyalty rewards not always aligning with customer preferences



Visual Customer Journey Map

Figure 2: New Customer Journey Mapping
Source: Self-Developed
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The proposed initiative of shifting Mark and Spencer from a legacy retailer to predictive retailer will impact the company in several ways. Firstly there will be enhancement in the operational efficiency and reduction in waste. This will be achieved when the computer vision and hyper local AI can solve the traditional retail challenge of phantom inventory which is stock that appears on the system but is not on the shelf (Heo, 2024). The impact on the organisation is that it will allow real time stock accuracy which will allow for Just in time replenishment and reducing the need for massive back stock. Also reduction in waste aligns with the plan. A goal of reducing the carbon footprint of unnecessary logistics and decreasing the volume of food waste through AI suggestions that prioritise soon to expire items.
This initiative will also build resilience against the pure play of digital competitors as it tends to bridge the gap between the tactile experience of physical store and the efficiency of an app. The impact will be that by removing friction points like long queues and complex returns the company can negate the primary advantage of online only retailers while also leveraging on its physical store as mini fulfillment centers (Heo, 2024).
It will also bring data driven cultural transformation and will shift guessing consumer trend to responding to real time data. The impact will be that marketing and buying teams will no longer rely on retrospective seasonal data but now they will use Generative AI insights to understand why a customer is returning an item or what specific styles are trending in a particular postcode which allow for hyper localised product ranges (Al-haimi, and Jasimin, 2025). It will increase the brand equity and loyalty and its impact will be that customer perceive M&S as concierge service that understands their size, taste and ethical preferences. 
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For ensuring the success of intuitive this will be measure using the balanced scorecard approach.
Customer Experience Metrics (The Heart)
Net Promoter Score – By the customer journey stage the measurement of NPS specifically at the stage of post purchase and at in store checkout stages (Căpușneanu, Stoenică and Fűlöp, 2021). The success in the initiative will be measure if there is 12 to 15 % increase in NPS for the specific touchpoints.
App engagement rate – By tracking the daily active users of the sparks AI stylist. The success will be that if there is successful rollout that would see 30% of sparks members engaging with AI led recommendations monthly.
Operational Excellence Metrics (The Engine)
Stock rate accuracy – It is used to measure and compare stock vs the computer vision shelf view data. The target is that 98% accuracy in top performing foodhalls.
Queue waiting time – Using the AI cameras to track the average time from a customer entering a zone to completing a Sparks’s pay transaction (Attah, and Iwuanyanwu, 2024). The main goal is to keep the peak time wait under 120 seconds.
Return to Exchange Ratio – This will be used to track how many customers will choose a one click exchange suggested by the AU versus the full refund. Also a higher ratio indicates the AI is successfully predicting customer needs.
Financial Performance Metrics (The Bottom Line)
Digital Conversion rate – It will used for measuring the percentage of sparks app users who complete the whole purchase after using the features like livestock and virtual try ons.
Markdown Percentage – It will be used for understanding the financial metric of initiative and a successful Omni channel strategy will lead to 5 to 10% reduction in end of season markdowns due to better hyper local stock alignment.
Customer lifetime value – It will be used to track the total time spend of customers who use at least three Omni channel features versus who do not use (Frendiana and Soediantono, 2022).
Sustainability and Innovation Metrics (The Future)
Carbon footprint per order – It will be used to measure carbon footprint and measuring the reduction in scope 3 emissions will be achieved by optimising delivery routes through IoT and AI based logistics.
Innovation Speed - It will used to measure the time it takes to move a new adjacent feature from pilot to full store rollout aiming for 20% reduction in development time.
The success of digital transformation is not measured by the sophistication of AI but the success is achieved when a customer walk into M&S and find exactly what they need in the aisle that have been told by the app. And they walk out without ever standing in the queue. These KPI will help this intuitive to ensure that the innovation investments translate directly into market share growth and long-term brand resilience.
[bookmark: _Toc224226976]Conclusion
To conclude, the brand is actively balancing the risk by focusing on the main operational enhancements while investing in the future-focused, transformative technologies. The core innovation is Optimising the Retail Engine, Adjacent Innovations is Expanding Capabilities and Transformational Innovations is Redefining the Business. In the future, the innovation roadmap of Marks & Spencer is focused on enhancing its “Reshape for Growth” strategy. M&S can shift towards fully automated personalisation structure by transitioning from the current AI applications to AI-based personalised fashion and food curation methods. Lastly the positive impact on organisation to is operational efficiency, resilience and data driven cultural transformation.
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