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Introduction 
 
Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) focuses on building long-term relationships by understanding customer needs, behaviours and expectations. Payne and Frow (2005) describe CRM as a coordinated strategy that brings together people, data and technology to deliver better value to customers. This approach is essential in the UK food retail sector, where competition is strong and customers frequently compare retailers based on price, convenience, and quality. Buttle and Maklan (2019) adds that CRM must be consistent, as customers develop loyalty only when they experience reliable value and trust over time. 
Marks & Spencer (M&S) Food is a well-established UK retailer known for high quality, strong brand heritage and ethical sourcing. However, the brand faces challenges in balancing its premium identity with growing expectations for value and affordability. This report evaluates how M&S applies CRM principles using academic theory, trade insights and evidence from the M&S Annual Report 2025. The report follows a balanced analytical structure: organisational overview, customer data and relationships, CRM strategy evaluation, followed by a conclusion, three recommendations to strengthen long-term loyalty and 2 critical arguments.
These arguments are effective because they highlight how pricing signals influence customer trust, offering a deeper understanding of M&S’s CRM challenges.
 













	 
Figure 1 illustrates the premium visual identity of M&S, showing how store design and presentation support the brand’s reputation for quality and an elevated shopping experience. 














Section 1 – Organisation Overview 
 
M&S Food has built a strong market position through quality, innovation and customer experience. Armstrong and Kotler (2020) argue that brand heritage can strengthen loyalty because customers associate long-standing brands with reliability. However, Baines et al. (2017) note that heritage alone is no longer sufficient, as modern shoppers are increasingly value-conscious and more willing to switch retailers. 

Performance and Market Position 
According to the M&S Annual Report 2025, the company delivered strong results: 
8.7% food sales growth 
8.6% like-for-like sales growth 
6.7% volume growth 
Over 1,400 new food products launched 
6 new food stores and 2 new food halls opened 

These figures indicate growing customer engagement. Kumar and Reinartz (2018) explain that repeat purchasing is a core sign of CRM success, as it reflects continuing perceived value. 
However, strong performance co-exists with customer concerns, especially around pricing. This creates tension in how the brand is perceived. 


                                                 
Argument 1 – The impact on Value Perception
 
The criticism surrounding the £20 chicken became a clear example of how customers react when prices feel unreasonable. Zeithaml’s (1988) value theory explains that people judge value by balancing what they get with what they pay. When a price seems too high for the perceived benefit, it reduces the sense of fairness and can negatively affect loyalty, even if the product itself is high quality.
Marketing Week (2023) observed that supermarkets must maintain clear value communication even when offering premium ranges. A single high-profile price point can weaken the brand’s trust message. 
Morgan and Hunt’s (1994) Commitment–Trust Theory emphasises that fairness perceptions are essential for building trust. The £20 chicken incident demonstrates how inconsistent pricing can damage the trust CRM aims to create. 

Argument 2 – Cheap Essentials: Mixed Positioning Signals
 
To strengthen its value proposition, M&S introduced cheaper essentials such as eggs, pasta, bread and ketchup. The Grocer (2024) reported that these value lines were designed to appeal to budget-conscious customers. This aligns with the 4Cs model: reducing the cost to satisfy makes the offer more accessible (Lauterborn, 1990).
However, Deszczynski, N. (2021) highlights that mixed pricing within the same brand can create confusion about positioning. Dibb and Simkin (2016) also note that customers expect alignment between pricing strategy and brand identity. When very cheap essentials sit beside expensive premium products, customers may struggle to understand what the brand stands for.
 



Figure 2
This image highlights M&S food’s focus on fresh, high quality bakery products, reinforcing trust and a sense of authenticity.

Ethics, Community and Trust 
 
M&S communicates strong ethical commitments. The Annual Report 2025 highlights improvements in sustainable sourcing, reduced food waste and community donations. Crane & Matten, (2016) argues that transparency and clear communication strengthen customer trust, and M&S’s ethical initiatives support this. 
However, White, Hardisty & Habib (2019) argue that sustainability only strengthens CRM when customers fully understand the benefits. If customers do not link sustainability to price, they may question value, especially when some items appear expensive.


 
Section 2 – Data and Customer Relationships
 
CRM depends on the effective use of customer data. Payne and Frow (2013) stress that CRM success relies on integrating technology, processes and people to deliver consistent value. M&S uses Sparks loyalty data, in-store EPOS trends, Ocado online behaviour, forecasting systems and customer feedback to improve decision-making. 
 
Data, Personalisation and Customer Insight 
 
Personalisation is central to M&S’s Sparks loyalty programme. McKinsey & Company (2021) explains that personalisation is effective because it helps customers feel recognised and understood. Sparks provides personalised offers; birthday rewards and product suggestions tailored to previous purchases. 
Buttle & Maklan (2019) warn that personalisation must be accurate. Some Sparks users report receiving irrelevant offers, which may reduce trust. The Annual Report 2025 notes improvements in forecasting accuracy, reducing waste and improving availability across food categories. Lemon & Verhoef (2016) argue that reliability increases convenience, strengthening long-term relationships. 
 
Digital Exclusion and Relationship Risks 
 
Digital CRM creates opportunities but also risks. Malhotra and Malhotra (2020) warn that digital-first strategies can unintentionally exclude customers who are less confident with technology. Sparks benefits are largely app-based, which may disadvantage customers who prefer traditional interactions.
Lu et al. (2023) argue that consistent and inclusive digital experiences are essential to maintaining trust. If customers feel excluded because they do not use the app, CRM effectiveness is reduced. 
 
Data-Led Innovation: Strength or Risk? 
 
M&S introduced over 1,400 new products in 2025, guided by data insights about customers’ preferences. Armstrong and Kotler (2020) state that innovation helps differentiate a brand and encourages repeat purchases. 
However, Choudhury and Harrigan (2020) warn that too many product choices can overwhelm customers, reducing satisfaction. If customers find the offer too complex, CRM strategies such as personalisation and retention may be less effective. 
 
 







Section 3 – CRM Strategy Analysis 
 
This section evaluates how effectively M&S applies CRM principles using established marketing frameworks. The analysis shows a mixture of strengths and areas that require improvement to maintain long-term customer loyalty. 
 
3.1 Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning (STP) 
 
M&S applies demographic and behavioural segmentation, targeting families, quality-focused adults and higher-income consumers. Baines et al. (2017) state that effective segmentation helps organisations tailor offerings to customer needs, improving relevance. 
M&S positions itself as a premium but accessible retailer. Armstrong and Kotler (2020) highlight that clear positioning is essential for CRM because customers must understand what the brand represents. However, the contrast between it’s high-quality ranges and its much cheaper everyday essentials can create uncertainty about whether M&S is primarily a premium brand or one that aims to compete on price.
This blurred message may make it harder for customers to understand the company’s true market position. 
Buttle (2019) warns that mixed positioning makes it difficult for customers to form stable expectations. This inconsistency can weaken trust, even when product quality is high. 
 


3.2 7Ps Marketing Mix Evaluation 
 
Product 
M&S offers innovative, high-quality food products. Quality supports trust and repeats purchasing (Armstrong & Kotler, 2020). However, Choudhury and Harrigan (2020) note that too much product variety can overwhelm customers. With over 1,400 new products launched, there is a risk of choice overload, reducing satisfaction. 
Price 
Value essentials support affordability, but premium prices can weaken fairness perceptions. Zeithaml (1988) argues that perceived fairness is central to value, and inconsistent pricing may reduce loyalty. Marketing Week (2023) highlights the importance of clear value communication, especially during economic pressure.
Place
New stores and improved layouts support convenience. MarketLine (2023) reports that hybrid shopping (online + in-store) is now standard in the UK. However, access varies by location, meaning convenience is not consistent for all customers.
Promotion
Sparks digital communication supports personalised engagement. Payne (2013) notes that consistent communication improves relationship strength. However, over-reliance on app-based promotions risks excluding customers who prefer physical vouchers or email reminders. 
People 
Trained staff contribute positively to the customer experience. Gummesson (2002) argues that frontline staff are essential relationship builders. Yet, Zeithaml, Parasuraman and Berry (1990) show that inconsistent service quality across different store locations can weaken customer confidence.
Process 
M&S has improved supply chain forecasting, reduced waste and improved availability. The Annual Report 2025 shows significant progress in accuracy and stock flow. Strong processes support CRM because reliable availability reinforces trust. 
Physical Evidence 
M&S stores, packaging and merchandising help create a strong premium identity. Clean layouts, quality materials, and consistent visuals make the shopping experience feel organised and appealing. To keep these effective, premium products should be supported by clear value messages so it feels reassuring and credible for customers.



3.3 4Cs Customer-Centred Analysis 
 
The 4Cs model shifts focus from what a company wants to sell to what customers value. When applying this approach to M&S Food, several strengths and weaknesses can be seen.

Customer Needs:
M&S meets a wide range of customer needs by offering convenient shopping and healthier product choices. Fresh food improved ready-meal options and strong quality standards appeal to customers who want reliability, speed, and better nutritional options. This supports both everyday shoppers and those looking for premium treats.
Cost to Satisfy:
Although M&S offers cheaper essentials that help reduce weekly spending, the higher prices on many premium items mean value can feel inconsistent. For some customers, this mixed pricing structure affects how they judge overall fairness and value, which links to Zeithaml’s (1988) point that perceived value is shaped by both quality and cost.
Convenience to Buy:
Convenience is one of M&S’s strongest advantages. A combination of physical Food Halls, online delivery through Ocado and services such as Click & Collect gives customers flexibility in how they shop. Clear store layouts and the updated forecasting system make it easier to find products and reduce out-of-stock issues.
However, convenience still varies by location, as some areas have fewer stores and rely more on online delivery.
Communication:
Communication is supported through the Sparks loyalty app, which provides personalised offers, reminders and updates. Seasonal campaigns, recipe inspiration and in-store messages help reinforce the brand’s identity and encourage engagement. M&S also uses customer reviews and social media to gather feedback and adjust products quickly. 
However, heavy reliance on digital channels may leave less tech-confident customers feeling excluded, and sustainability claims must be communicated clearly to avoid concerns about misleading sustainability claims. 
Overall, the 4Cs show that M&S performs strongly in meeting customer needs and offering convenient, high-quality shopping, but there is room for improvement in price consistency and ensuring communication is accessible to all customer groups.


3.4 Ethics and Sustainability 
 
M&S’s ethical actions, such as reducing plastic and improving animal welfare, strengthen its reputation and show clear responsibility. These initiatives help build trust and make customers feel more confident in the brand. When sustainability is communicated clearly, it reinforces loyalty and helps people see real value behind the company’s choices.
















Conclusion 
 
M&S demonstrates strong commitment to CRM through high-quality products, customer insight, innovation and ethical sourcing. These actions help build trust and encourage repeat purchasing. The company has improved forecasting, expanded stores and enhanced digital engagement through Sparks, all of which support stronger customer relationships. 
However, challenges remain. Value perception is inconsistent, with the contrast between premium items and cheap essentials creating mixed signals about the brand. Digital-first CRM may unintentionally exclude customers who prefer traditional communication. Product innovation is impressive but risks overwhelming customers. Sustainability efforts are strong but may not be fully understood by customers, limiting their impact on perceived value.
To sustain long-term loyalty, M&S must strengthen value communication, maintain inclusivity in CRM delivery and build emotional connection with customers. 

 












Recommendations
 
Emotional Customer Engagement
M&S should expand emotional storytelling across social media by highlighting real families, behind-the-scenes food preparation, and community support projects. Showing the people behind the brand — such as chefs, farmers or charity partners — can strengthen emotional connection and make the brand feel more human. Emotional content encourages customers to relate to M&S on a personal level, which increases loyalty and repeat visits.

Personalised and Inclusive Customer Value
M&S should develop more personalised celebration options, such as custom cakes or special occasion bundles that families can order easily. To make value more inclusive, Sparks benefits should be accessible both digitally and in-store, ensuring customers who prefer traditional methods are not excluded. Introducing printed Sparks vouchers or customer-service support for sign-ups would help older or less digital customers feel equally valued. This reduces the risk of digital inequality and builds trust with a broader audience.

Clear Value Messaging with Local Influencers
M&S should communicate value more clearly by explaining what customers are paying for — such as quality, sourcing standards and animal welfare. Collaborating with relatable local influencers, such as family bloggers, community chefs or nutrition coaches, would make this messaging more authentic.
These partnerships can help M&S reach younger families, reinforce trust and highlight the genuine quality behind the products. Local voices make value communication more believable and reduce confusion about pricing.





Figure 3 
M&S cake displayed with premium presentation, highlighting the brand’s focus on quality ingredients and visually appealing food products



Executive Summary  
This report evaluates how M&S Food applies Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) to build sustainable customer loyalty. Using academic theory, industry evidence and the M&S Annual Report 2025, the analysis explores customer insight, segmentation, the marketing mix and ethical practices. The findings show strong performance in product quality, innovation, sustainability and forecasting improvements. However, challenges remain around pricing consistency, digital inclusion and value communication.
The report also introduce two critical arguments that show how pricing and value communication impact loyalty.
To address these challenges, the report proposes several recommendations to strengthen customer relationship and improve value communication.

 









References 

Armstrong, G. & Kotler, P. (2020) Marketing: An Introduction. 14th edn. Harlow: Pearson.
Baines, P., Fill, C. & Rosengren, S. (2017) Marketing. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Bitner, M.J. (1992) “Servicescapes: The impact of physical surroundings on customers and employees”, Journal of Marketing, 56(2), pp. 57–71.
Buttle, F. & Maklan, S. (2019) Customer Relationship Management: Concepts and Technologies. 4th edn. London: Routledge.
Choudhury, M.M. & Harrigan, P. (2020) “Customer engagement and the role of digital CRM”, Journal of Strategic Marketing, 28(4), pp. 343–365.
Crane, A. & Matten, D. (2016) Business Ethics: Managing Corporate Citizenship and Sustainability in the Age of Globalization. 4th edn. Oxford: Oxford University Press.
Deszczynski, N. (2021) Retail Marketing and Branding. London: SAGE Publications.
Dibb, S. & Simkin, L. (2016) Marketing Essentials. Andover: Cengage Learning.
Ferrer-Estévez, J. (2023) “Ethical behaviour and customer relationships”. 
Frow, P. & Payne, A. (2013) Strategic Customer Management: Integrating Relationship Marketing and CRM. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
Gummesson, E. (2002) Total Relationship Marketing. 2nd edn. Oxford: Butterworth-Heinemann.
Kumar, V. & Reinartz, W. (2018) Customer Relationship Management: Concept, Strategy, and Tools. 3rd edn. Cham: Springer.
Lauterborn, R. (1990) “New marketing litany: Four Ps passé; C-words take over”, Advertising Age, 61(41), p. 26.
Lemon, K.N. & Verhoef, P.C. (2016) “Understanding customer experience throughout the customer journey”, Journal of Marketing, 80(6), pp. 69–96.
Lu, F.C., Eubanks, D.L. & Brown, J.R. (2023) “Understanding retail exclusion and promoting an inclusive customer experience”, Journal of Consumer Affairs.
Malhotra, N.K. & Malhotra, N. (2020) Marketing Research: An Applied Orientation. 7th edn. Harlow: Pearson.
MarketLine (2023) United Kingdom – Market Summary. Available at: https://advantage.marketline.com (20th November 2025).
Marketing Week (2023) “Supermarket pricing and value perception”. Available at: https://www.marketingweek.com (20th November 2025).
Marks & Spencer (2025) Annual Report and Financial Statements 2025. London: Marks & Spencer Group plc.
Morgan, R.M. & Hunt, S.D. (1994) “The commitment–trust theory of relationship marketing”, Journal of Marketing, 58(3), pp. 20–38.
Payne, A. & Frow, P. (2005) “A strategic framework for customer relationship management”, Journal of Marketing, 69(4), pp. 167–176.
Payne, A. & Frow, P. (2013) Strategic Customer Management: Integrating Relationship Marketing and CRM. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press.
White, K., Hardisty, D.J. & Habib, R. (2019) “The elusive green consumer”, Harvard Business Review, 97(4), pp. 124–133.
Zeithaml, V.A. (1988) “Consumer perceptions of value”, Journal of Marketing, 52(3), pp. 2–22.
Zeithaml, V.A., Parasuraman, A. & Berry, L.L. (1990) Delivering Quality Service: Balancing Customer Perceptions and Expectations. New York: Free Press.


image3.png




image4.png




image5.png




image1.png




image2.png




