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[bookmark: _heading=h.gjdgxs]Abstract
Managing customer relations is one of the pivotal factors in the business environment as it represents the companies’ abilities to retain loyal and potential customers within the market for a long term period. Customer engagement is the most essential aspect that ensures the effectiveness and profitability of the business organisations. The prime look out of the companies is to make sure that their customers are satisfied with the products and services offered to them thereby enhancing their buying experiences. Marks and Spencer of the UK has been taken into consideration for this project as its Plan A initiative has been improvised recently in order to cope up with the covid-19 challenges in an effective manner. Through the Plan A customer relationship management approach, the company has aimed at focusing on three fundamental factors namely People, Products and Planet which denote the ethical sustainability and wellbeing of the society. The shopping perspectives of the customers during the prolonged lockdown period have been compared between Marks and Spencer and Tesco in order to understand the initiatives taken by both the rival companies in maintaining ethics and sustainability within the organisations. The corporate sustainability approaches of Marks and Spencer are intended towards enhancing the customer experiences thereby promoting community welfare.

[bookmark: _heading=h.30j0zll]Introduction
Customers play a pivotal role in enhancing the sales volumes of the companies thereby enabling the business to attain profits and competitiveness within their operating markets. Without the engagement of the customers, it is not possible for the companies to secure their stable position in the ongoing business environment. Hence it is of utmost essentiality that the companies should undertake suitable approaches and initiatives in order to deliver quality and value based products and services to the customers so that their buying experiences can be enhanced effectively. In this particular report, the customer relationship management approach undertaken by Marks and Spencer of the UK has been taken into utmost consideration. It has been perceived that a new customer service and development plan named Plan A has been announced and launched by Marks and Spencer Plc. which includes three specific concepts that are deeply concerned by the company such as People, Products and Planet. The management of Marks and Spencer believes that their reputation for quality and great value within its ranges can exceed after the minimisation of the covid-19 challenges posed to the global retail industry. Thus the company has made an attempt to make inroads into the market share of competitors such Tesco and Sainsburys through the development of Plan A within its sales. Also, the attitudes or behaviours of the customers of the target market will be studied followed by certain suitable recommendations relating to marketing mix for the new Plan A initiative of customer relationship management.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1fob9te]Main Findings
Marks and Spencer Plc. is one of the renowned and well reputed British multinational retail companies which is headquartered in London, UK. The company has attained a huge profit margin and recognition through its worldwide market presence. It has a loyal customer base that has been gained by offering a wide variety of products and services such as home products, clothing and food products. Marks and Spencer is known for selling products mostly of its own label as the company produces by acknowledging the needs and preferences of the customers within the operating markets. It has around 468 stores outside its domestic market of the UK and out of those, 200 stores are directly operated and managed by the headquarters. The mission of the company is to offer high level quality and precision to all the customers in the market. Quality has been the major concern of the company and thus the management embraces maximum concentration and emphasis on continuously improving its service quality, innovation capacity and trustworthy relationships with the stakeholders (Smith 2010, p.4). The vision of the business is thus to maintain consistency in the standard of operations to a great extent so as to achieve sustainable competitive advantage amongst other companies within the same industry. The management of Marks and Spencer has made sure that the company maintains a consistency in earning business profits. However, there has been a significant decline in its profit margin once in 2016 which led the company to close down some of its stores both in the UK and abroad. But the steep profit stumble that the company has faced for the past year was because of the sudden outbreak of the pandemic coronavirus (covid-19). The retail giant of the UK has disclosed that the total profits divided by 21% which denotes the fall of almost its half-year revenue. Pre-tax losses have been reported for the pandemic which further led Marks and Spencer to either shut down or reduce operations of several stores across the world. This pandemic has also affected the loyal stakeholders of the company to a considerable extent. The prime stakeholders on whom the company relies the most are the employees, customers, investors, suppliers and government of the operating markets. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.3znysh7]Building Customer Relationships
The concept of Customer Relationship Management (CRM) is associated with the implementation of different types of practices, tactics and technologies which are used by the companies in order to manage and evaluate the interactions and perceptions of the consumers in an effective manner (Khodakarami and Chan 2014, p.27). It is the duty of the companies to make sure that a healthy relationship is maintained by the consumers in the market so as to retain them and gain their loyalty and commitment. Customer knowledge can be broadly classified into three categories such as knowledge for customers, knowledge about customers and knowledge from customers. These types of knowledge are needed to be acquired by the organisational managers as these help them in analysing their attitudes and buying behaviours in an effective way. According to Hassan et al. 2015 (p.563), it is the responsibility of the organisations to process the customer related knowledge properly so as to influence customer interactions thereby promoting a healthy relationship with them. As the perceptions of the customers are understood properly and accurately, it is possible for the organisations to carry out their services efficiently and draw the interests of the customers in an effective manner.
As stated by Tao (2014, p.260), customer relationship management is considered as a new mechanism that is used by the organisational management in order to improve the business prospects by establishing a close relationship with the customers in the market. The strategic aim of the business enterprises is to maintain consistency in their operations so that the customers are able to receive exactly what they expect to get from the companies. In this competitive business environment, the companies are aiming at adopting measures and strategies which are innovative and creative enough to satisfy the needs and expectations of the customers in the market. The enterprises are able to sustainably retain the customers and maximise their satisfaction levels by establishing a long term trustworthy relationship with them. It is of immense importance for the marketing managers of the companies to deliver appropriate quality of operations within the market so that the customers feel the urge to stay connected to the brands thereby influencing business sales (Havlicek et al. 2013, p.17). The customer relationship management approach involves an advanced set of managerial ideas and concepts which integrates business processes, skilled human resources and professional technologies thus contributing to the benefit of the companies.
The organisations adopting proper customer relationship management approaches tend to enjoy several benefits such as:
Integration of all the organisational operations
The managers of the organisations need to integrate the business operations with the objectives in order to make sure that the customers are being retained successfully for a long term basis in the market. The data of the customers’ likes and dislikes that are collected by the organisations need to be accessible to all those who require it. As a result, the employees get a chance to understand the different profiles of the customers and become productive accordingly so that they can be able to become more productive and efficient thereby meeting their needs. As a result, good relationships with the customers can be developed successfully within the market.
Offers a scalable solution
An increasing database of the customers is required by the organisations in order to make sure that maximum value is created for them by offering them the most appropriate and effective quality products and services as expected by them. With the changing dynamics of the current business environment, the needs and preferences of the customers are also increasing and changing considerably. It is thus of utmost importance for the customers to interact with the customers closely so as to meet their specific needs on a personal level. The organisational competitiveness will be achieved as a result of this process.
Data mining
Deep insights are required for discovering the areas which are best for the companies to satisfy the customers with their needs and necessities in an effective manner. By allowing data mining, the companies are able to create a real time environment where proper adjustments can be made thereby ensuring benefits for both organisations and the customers. 
Cost reduction
The data collected by the companies are generalised which implies that the overall costs of the organisations reduce significantly thus increasing the business productivity levels (Soltani et al. 2018, p.240). The required products and services are received by the companies to an effective extent which denotes that the businesses are profitable and competitive. 
Accelerating conversion process
A good customer relationship management process enables the companies to manage its sales volumes effectively within the operating markets. The adoption of a well organised and systematic approach helps to generate added revenue which ultimately enhances the business prospects and market competitiveness.
Facilitating customer interactions
The companies are able to satisfy the customers and maintain a healthy relationship with them because of the interactions and communications established between them (Hassan et al. 2015, p.563). Through feedback and complaint tackling, it is possible for the companies to identify what the customers want and accordingly can produce commodities in order to attract their attention. Thus, a healthy relationship is developed with the customers.
Knowledge management and organisational commitment
Through the help of the appropriate customer relationship management approaches and initiatives, the companies can promote knowledge exchange process thereby ensuring organisational knowledge management (Garrido-Moreno et al., 2014, p.1032). The CRM technology keeps all the knowledge based data safe and secured thus providing constant support towards influencing customer relationships.
However, there are certain loopholes as well, which might restrict the companies to perform better and manage healthy relations with the customers such as:
Losses incurred
Remote internet connections are used to keep the customer related data safe and secured from third party reach. The organisations do not have any control over the detailed customer profiles which might affect the companies to maintain effective relations with the customers. 
Over-reliance
As the staffs become over-reliant on the customer relationship management system, the customer experiences might disprove and as a result it will affect the relations between the customers and the companies. 
Data protection
The data and information acquired by the companies about the targeted customers are kept stored within the CRM application. But due to the centralised data system, the security and data protection issues tend to pop up which affect the companies to operate successfully within the market environment. The data, if not secured and protected, can get disclosed or accessed to the third party which leads to data breaches thereby affecting the customer retention process. 
Unsuitability
It should be hereby noted that the CRM software might not be suitable for all the business organisations depending upon the nature and type of business operations.
Eliminating human element
Due to the automated CRM technology adoption, the data collection and management process done by the staff gets eliminated and as such, the whole process of managing healthy customer relations gets affected. 
Prolonged training system
The shift from direct customer relationship management process to the implementation of the CRM software is not at all easy as it involves the engagement of the employees who are in charge of handling the technology. Therefore, the staff need to be trained properly so as to make them efficient enough to handle the new software according to the objectives of the organisations. This training process might take a prolonged time period which might affect the smooth flow of business operations. 
At Marks and Spencer too, the management focuses immensely over the way in which all the operations are being executed in an effective manner so as to impress the customers and gain their loyalty and commitment. Through the implementation of Plan A initiative, the concerned company is aimed at understanding the needs and preferences of the customers of the market who are highly focused on choosing products that can satisfy their needs as well as promote the wellbeing of the planet. Marks and Spencer has ensured that the losses incurred by the company during the covid-19 pandemic are tackled and managed effectively so as to influence the business processes in a systematic manner. Hence, the Plan A initiative has been adopted so that important and fruitful measures are being taken for improving the shopping preferences of the customers properly. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.2et92p0]Segmentation
The process of segmentation is one of the most important and vital marketing tools which is focused on identifying certain specific groups of customers on the basis of their demographics, geographic, psychological and behavioural variables. Segmentation enables the companies to be very much efficient and creative enough to identify the actual needs of the customers thereby tailor initiatives to engage the segmented customers for buying products. In context to customer relationship management, an appropriate segmentation process makes it possible for the companies to get a better understanding of the reasons behind purchasing a particular product from a particular brand. As a result, the brand equity of the firms can be enhanced sustainably and competitively (Abbasi et al. 2014, p.647). Knowledge exchange becomes effective and fruitful through the process of market segmentation. Several new processes and approaches are adopted by the companies in their respective markets in order to accurately segment their markets so that they can fulfil the customers’ needs properly through their offerings in the long run. 
Marks and Spencer Plc. has currently adopted the Plan A initiative which is closely associated with three fundamental principles such as People, Products and Planet. Due to the sudden pandemic situation, the company has suffered great losses in the entire market (Symon 2020). The management of the company believes that the company can be able to attain sustainable competitive advantage and win over the quality of the products and services post covid through the proper segmentation process. This is a sustainability approach taken by the company in order to make sure that the customers have a positive experience of buying within the communities. The Plan A initiative is intended towards developing the customer experiences to a great extent by the year 2025. The consumers are targeted based on how the company can ensure safety and protection for all of them in an effective manner. The prime motive behind adopting this new strategy is to make sure that the customers consistently are delivered high quality and great value on every purchase. Through proper market analysis, it has been perceived that the customers still wanted to visit stores along with purchasing groceries from the online platforms as well. This has been taken into consideration by the company by properly segmenting the target market on the basis of the customers’ preferences and involved in both online and store. Also, the company has also segmented its targeted customers on the basis of the choices of buying luxury products online preferably through the delivery process. Therefore, Plan A segments the targeted customers based on the psychological and behavioural aspects related to their buying preferences.
On the other hand, the market rival of Marks and Spencer, Tesco Plc. ensure that their thought processes are creative and innovative enough to improve its operations successfully so that the customers can get a chance to properly achieve what they actually demand. It has been perceived that Tesco Plc. is paying more attention and concentration upon the wellbeing of the customers in the market thereby adopting strategies that contribute towards promoting positive and enhanced customer experiences (Fleming 2020). The most important initiative taken by the customers is to judge the customers’ perspectives and perceptions by analysing their buying habits during covid lockdown restrictions. The prime concern of Tesco Plc. in 2020 is to make sure that proper consistency in the market production is maintained effectively. With respect to the pandemic situation, the company has been quite positive in maintaining operational efficacy and thus the management has embraced over developing its offerings and promoting quality sustainability depending upon the tagline ‘Serving British shoppers a little better every day’ (Gilliland 2020). As a matter of fact, the company has shifted towards hiring 16000 employees so as to meet the consumer’s demands thereby enhancing their shopping habits (McDonald 2020). Therefore, Tesco basically targets its customer segments based on their nature of demands and behavioural variables. 
Based on the Plan ‘A’ 2025 initiative, Marks and Spencer needs to focus strongly over its marketing mix analysis which is denoted as follows:
Products: The company must emphasise upon producing more and more luxurious products and other grocery items efficiently as per the needs and necessities of the customers. During covid-19 pandemic, the customers have highly focused upon purchasing all types of grocery items and store them in order to meet their basic daily needs. The customers have still shown their interests in buying grocery items for their needs. Marks and Spencer thus has focused upon developing and improving the quality of its grocery and luxurious items so that ultimately an increased value can be delivered to the customers thereby ensuring their retention within the organisation (Pedron et al. 2016, p.530).
Place: It should be ensured that the products of Marks and Spencer are well accessible to all the customers within the market as these help the company to increase its sales volumes thus enhancing customers’ engagement within the brand. During the lockdown restrictions, the customers have been maintaining social distancing and as such, their purchasing habits have been much shifted towards online shopping methods. Since the company perceived that the customers have been much inclined towards online delivery along with visiting stores post lockdown, thus the company has aimed at improving both its online delivery process as well as infrastructure of the physical stores so that the customers can feel the convenience to perform their buying activities according to their needs. 
Price: Marks and Spencer charges competitive pricing strategy on its products and services which acts as a beneficial one for the company depending upon its brand image. The company has the capacity to invest in huge numbers for improving the quality of the products for the customer satisfaction. As a matter of fact, competitive prices charged against the quality delivered are an effective step for the firm.
Promotion: The Plan A initiative should be promoted in accordance with the benefit and wellbeing of the communities in the surrounding business environment. Marks and Spencer has always been much particular about the choice of promotional channels and platforms through which the products and services can be promoted effectively. The company has fully invested in online promotions during the lockdown and covid restrictions which attracted the customers’ attention towards online shopping. Through the partnership of Ocado, the company has ensured proper delivery of the online ordered food products to the customers which further led to the business promotion.
[bookmark: _heading=h.tyjcwt]Ethics and Sustainability
Ethics are well managed by Marks and Spencer in its operations. Especially after covid, the company is trying to normalise things and adopt suitable measures so as to gain more customers and facilitate its sales. The Plan A initiative of CRM is intended towards development of a way in which ethical sustainability can be attained by the company. The new advertisement slogan of the company is ‘Never the same again’ which implies continuous changes in the customers’ preferences in the on-going competitive business environment. A consequentialist theory to ethics means proper judgement between the right and the wrong actions depending upon the consequences while a non-consequentialist theory to ethics judges the right and wrong actions based on the intrinsic properties of the actions. The company is pushing itself forward to reboot Plan A again for accepting the environmental changes optimistically after covid and deliver better outcomes for the customers, community and planet. In order to promote corporate social responsibilities, Marks and Spencer has aimed at reducing the pressure on oceans by plastic reduction and waste control. The business uses its power and potentialities to promote wider changes in the society for the benefit of the communities. Maintaining ethical responsibilities makes it possible for the organisations to ensure market sustainability in an effective manner (Stenzel 2010, p.1). Greater transparency is demanded by the customers for knowing about the sourcing of the products. Marks and Spencer allows transparency in its operations to meet the needs of the customers which can be called as the non-consequentialist theory of ethics. The customers today are broadly connected to the future and are concerned about the same. Hence iterative improvements are not enough, the company needs to keep pace with the changing customers’ lives and thus has sought an oath towards creating a positive impact in the customers’ wellbeing and the plant through standard products and services as per Plan A 2025 (M&S 2021a). This can be called as the consequentialist theory to ethics as the company is concerned about the trustworthy relationship which needs to be developed with the customers post covid. Plan A 2025 is likely to help Marks and Spencer to meet the future demands of the customers by developing new sustainable products and services. Thus, this initiative will help in retaining the customers’ trust and facilitating the community wellbeing. Moreover, the company has planned to champion Human Rights by addressing modern day slavery and in-work poverty so as to promote an equal and anti-discriminatory society. 
Contrarily, Tesco has also followed some ethical and sustainability principles namely 'Our Approach to Human Rights' dated 11/4/19; 'Modern Slavery Statement 2018/19'; and 'Supplier Code of Conduct' so as to ensure effective corporate social responsibility practices towards the society. Rubbish recycling centres, waste management and conservation of animals have been the significant initiatives taken by the company in order to protect the environment (Ethical consumer 2021). Moreover, the company has established a 100 million Sustainable Technology Fund for installing low carbon energy, wind turbines, automated recycling units, etc. for the benefit of the customers in the market. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.3dy6vkm]Quality Management at Marks and Spencer
Quality management is directly dependent on the fulfilment of the needs and expectations of the customers. The satisfaction level of the customers with the products and services acts as a key criterion for measuring the extent to which quality is maintained within an organisation. Customers agree to pay for those products which are of the high standard quality that satisfy their needs. Marks and Spencer has always paid attention to the quality of its products and services through the implementation of the Total Quality Management (TQM) model. Om 2015, this model is used by the company for mobilising its suppliers for converting 50% of the supplies into green plants so as to promote ecological balance (M&S 2021b). Also, the company ensured reduction of carbon emissions and cost savings thereby improving the quality of its operations through the TQM model. Marks and Spencer, with Plan A initiative, has been focused upon preserving the community, people and environment sustainable by delivering sustainable products (Eccles et al. 2014, p.2841). The TQM model measures the quality of the products and services of the company. Continuous product testing is done with the suppliers along with onsite audits in order to meet the criteria of safety, quality, social and environmental standards. Marks and Spencer does not use solid plastic microbeads for its own branded personal care products (TQM Consultants Co. LTD 2021). The customers care about the quality of the products that are being made and delivered to them by the company. Through the help of lean six sigma theory of quality management, Marks and Spencer also focus on continuous improvement of current operations, products and services by eliminating defects. The company has improved RFID technology for facilitating the overall production process so as to increase productivity and customer engagement (Jones and Griffiths 2017). Therefore, the Plan A initiative can be successful post covid challenges as the company’s operations and products are likely to be thoroughly checked and judged through six sigma and TQM models before offering to the customers. This influences the customers’ buying attitudes and promotes effective customer relationship management.
[bookmark: _heading=h.1t3h5sf]Conclusion 
The customers are the most important resources of an organisation as they are the ones who help the companies to drive their sales volumes and attain profits. The competitive sustainability of the companies is concerned with the development of suitable approaches and techniques which can help in enhancing the overall buying experiences of the customers in the markets. Meeting the needs of the customers through the improvement of customer services requires in-depth analysis and the companies need to have a clear cut idea regarding the same. Proper management of customer relations depends upon the data and information acquired by the companies by analysing the entire customer lifecycle. The ultimate goal is to improve the customer service relationships with the organisations so that their needs and necessities can be well assessed thereby fulfilling the same appropriately. Accurate knowledge of the customers is of immense importance as it enables the companies to gather, manage and share the same knowledge and understanding in maintaining valuable competitive strategies. 
[bookmark: _heading=h.4d34og8]Recommendations
In order to improve the customer services within the Marks and Spencer, it is very important to consider all the ethical measures and norms which are required for the company to promote itself as a responsible entity in the market. Since there is no Plan B for the company, the management of Marks and Spencer focuses upon taking all possible measures and redefining the organisational policies in a systematic manner. The company should utilise its locally available skills, resources and networks through which the business can play a transformative role in its neighbourhood community that it serves. In order to counter the adverse impacts of covid-19 pandemic over the operations of Marks and Spencer, the company should aim at employing local skills at work so that the economic growth of the UK can be facilitated and improved. This will not only help in reducing the unemployment rate but also will help in increasing the productivity levels. As a result, the demands of the customers in the upcoming years can be successfully met thereby promoting organisational sustainability. Moreover, the company should work in partnership for tackling the major challenges and protecting the environment. Moreover, Marks and Spencer needs to become more transparent with the customers by sharing details of raw materials with them by 2022. Also, the attention of the customers can be grabbed successfully by ensuring that all the information is easily accessible to them online or in store by 2025.
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