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Executive summary:

This report examines how M&S Food applies customer relationship marketing (CRM) to develop lasting, meaningful connections with its customers. It looks at how the company uses tools like the Sparks loyalty programme to collect customer data, personalise communication, and improve shopping experiences.

The report also explores how M&S targets key customer segments, positions itself as a premium brand, and uses its marketing strategy to meet customer expectations. While its ethical and sustainability focus strengthens brand trust, the premium approach may limit reach among more price sensitive consumers.

The report recommends that M&S improve accessibility through better value options, enhance its digital CRM experience, increase transparency around ethical progress, and broaden its customer feedback channels to support long-term loyalty and growth.








[bookmark: _Toc214891243]Section 1 M&S Food: Organisational Overview

Marks & Spencer (M&S) has been a household name in British retail for over 140 years. While the business began in 1884 as a market stall, it has evolved into a multi-category retailer, with M&S Food now operating as a key pillar of the company’s strategy. Known for innovation, quality, and customer trust, M&S Food has maintained its distinct identity as a premium, own brand grocery retailer serving over 30 million customers annually (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a).

[bookmark: _Toc214891244]Historical Development and Retail Transformation

Freear (2015) emphasises M&S’s pivotal role in transforming British food retailing between 1950 and 1980. It was among the first to introduce pre-packaged food, driven by customer concerns over hygiene, convenience, and modern shopping experiences. The company’s investment in vertical integration and direct supplier relationships set industry standards in quality control foundational to the customer trust it enjoys today.

Packaging played a key part in this transformation. Parsons (2022) highlights how M&S's early adoption of plastic packaging helped drive self-service shopping, extend shelf life, and reinforce the premium perception of its food products. These developments reflect early instances of customer-centric innovation now a core part of M&S’s CRM philosophy.
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According to the 2025 Annual Report, group revenue rose by 6% to £13.8 billion, and adjusted group profit before tax increased by 22.2% to £875.5 million. While reported profit before tax declined due to one off items (down to £511.8m), M&S Food delivered a strong 6.7% volume growth, outperforming the market (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a). The company also opened 8 new food stores and expanded delivery services through Ocado, contributing to improved accessibility and customer convenience. Despite the solid financial recovery, challenges remain from increasing cost pressures, cyber risks (as mentioned in the Chairman’s letter), and growing consumer demand for affordability. These factors may affect future profitability and require M&S Food to continue balancing premium quality with strong value perceptions.
Although M&S Food is not independently listed in Kantar’s grocery market share breakdown, its online sales through the Ocado Retail joint venture provide a clear indication of its digital performance. In 2025, Ocado maintained a 1.7% share of the UK grocery market, with M&S branded products playing a central role in that offering (Kantar, 2025).This marks M&S’s third consecutive year of growth in sales, market share, and food innovation, signalling a successful transition from turnaround mode to a growth-focused model (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a).
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Figure 1.Kantar grocery market share
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[bookmark: _Toc214891247]The company’s current purpose is:

"To bring the magic of M&S, through exceptional quality, value, service and innovation to every customer, whenever, wherever and however they want to shop with us.”

[bookmark: _Toc214891248]The company’s vision is:

"To be the most trusted retailer, doing the right thing for our customers, with quality products at the heart of everything we do.”
(Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a)

These statements reflect a strong commitment to customer centrality, highlighting trust, value, and innovation as key to long term loyalty. Initiatives like customer panels, regular focus groups, and “The Collective” (a community of over 43,000 M&S Food customers) help gather real time insights, which are used to inform product development such as new family friendly Dine In meals and healthy ranges like “Brain Food” (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a).

According to the latest Customer Pulse survey, 95% of participants said that “getting good value from the products I choose” is more important than just choosing the cheapest options (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a). This reinforces M&S Food’s premium value positioning.
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M&S leads the UK grocery sector in ESG (Environmental, Social, and Governance) trust, according to its 2025 ESG Tracker. Initiatives such as:
· Donating over 30 million meals in surplus food (in partnership with Neighbourly),
· Partnering with SOJO for repair and reuse services
· Fully traceable and responsibly sourced cotton in its clothing
· And achieving top rankings in animal welfare standards, underscore its alignment with customer values (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025b).
These initiatives not only support brand trust and ethical reputation but also position M&S Food as a leader in building sustainable customer relationships.
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	Metric		
	2024/25 Figure
	Year-on-Year Change

	Group Revenue
	£13.8 billion
	+6%

	Food Volume Growth
	+6.7%
	↑ from 5.2%

	Adjusted Group Profit
	£875.5 million
	+22.2%

	New Food Stores
	8 opened
	Expansion focus

	Customer Reach
	96% of UK population within 25 mins of a store
	Consistent

	Sparks Loyalty App Orders
	54% of online orders
	+22.7%



Figure 2. M&S Food Performance 2025
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[bookmark: _Toc214891252]The Role of Data in Sustainable Customer Marketing Relationships

In modern marketing, the development of sustainable customer relationships depends heavily on the ability to collect, analyse and evaluate data effectively. Sustainable customer marketing relationships refer to long-term, trust-based connections between a business and its customers, built on mutual value and consistent satisfaction (Gummesson, 2011). These relationships are no longer formed through simple transactional exchanges instead, they are maintained through continuous insight into customer needs, behaviours and preferences.

Data collection forms the foundation of this relationship. It allows firms to identify who their customers are, what they value, and how they behave across different channels. Analysis transforms raw data into insights patterns, segments, or trends while evaluation ensures that marketing actions derived from data lead to measurable improvements in retention, loyalty, and customer satisfaction.

[bookmark: _Toc214891253]Application at M&S Food

M&S Food uses a sophisticated, multi-channel CRM infrastructure to support sustainable customer engagement. The Sparks loyalty programme is central to data collection. Every time a customer uses their Sparks card or app in-store or online, M&S collects detailed transactional data: what they bought, how much they spent, when and how often they shop.
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· Segment customers (e.g. high-value, seasonal shoppers)
· Personalise offers (e.g. discounts on frequently bought items)
· Identify churn risks and target them with re-engagement incentives

For example, Sparks data analysis allowed M&S to identify strong seasonal trends in festive food buying. By offering early access to Christmas ranges to loyal Sparks users, M&S increased festive revenue and built emotional loyalty by rewarding long-term customers (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a).

Additionally, qualitative data is collected through initiatives like The Collective an insight community of over 43,000 customers. Their feedback directly influences product development, such as the reformulation of portion sizes for the “Dine In” meals after complaints that existing portions didn’t suit families (Marks & Spencer Group, 2025a).

[bookmark: _Toc214891255]Strengths:
· Personalisation based on actual behaviour leads to more relevant offers and improved customer satisfaction.
· Feedback driven innovation ensures customers feel heard and involved in product decisions.
· The integration of quantitative (Sparks) and qualitative (Collective) data strengthens customer insight.
[bookmark: _Toc214891256]Weaknesses:
· Over reliance on digital behaviour may exclude insights from occasional or in-store-only shoppers.
· CRM fatigue is a risk too many emails or irrelevant rewards can result in disengagement.
· Data privacy and GDPR compliance must be strictly maintained, especially given the depth of behavioural tracking.

CRM helps businesses turn customer data into useful insights for personalisation, targeting, and loyalty (Buttle, Maklan and Prior, 2024). At M&S Food, this supports tailored experiences and customer led innovation. But for long term success depends on using data responsibly, integrating systems smoothly, and delivering real value to customers.


















[bookmark: _Toc214891257]Section 3 – CRM Strategy Analysis

[bookmark: _Toc214891258]3.1 Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning (STP)

The STP model: Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning  allows companies to divide a broad market into meaningful segments, target the most appropriate ones, and position their products effectively (Kotler and Keller, 2016).
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M&S Food segments customers by demographics, lifestyle values, and shopping habits such as families, ethical consumers, or seasonal buyers. This layered approach helps tailor marketing to real needs and behaviours, building emotional loyalty and relevance (Dibb and Simkin, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc214891260]Targeting

M&S Food mainly targets middle to higher income shoppers who value quality, health, and ethical sourcing. These customers care more about lifestyle fit than low prices. Sparks, for example, rewards loyal, high spending customers with tailored offers. This reflects value-based targeting, where people buy based on personal values rather than just cost (Macharia, Collins and Sun, 2013), helping M&S build stronger, long-term relationships.
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M&S Food positions itself as a premium but accessible brand, offering restaurant-quality meals, responsibly sourced ingredients, and lifestyle focused ranges like Plant Kitchen and Balanced for You. This appeals to health conscious and ethically minded shoppers, helping build loyalty among higher income customers (Dibb and Simkin, 2016). However, this focus may overlook price sensitive consumers, especially during inflation. Unlike value led retailers like Tesco or Aldi, M&S has limited reach among budget-conscious segments. To grow sustainably, it needs to balance its premium image with more inclusive pricing options (Kotler and Keller, 2016).
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M&S Food applies Porter’s Differentiation Strategy offering unique value through product quality, ethical sourcing, and innovation (Porter, 1985).

[bookmark: _Toc214891263] The 7Ps at M&S Food: 

	Product
	Premium, ethical, innovative – e.g. Brain Food, Gastropub

	Price
	Premium pricing with Sparks-based discounts

	Place
	High-street stores, travel hubs, Ocado delivery

	Promotion
	Personalised Sparks rewards, festive campaigns

	People
	Skilled customer facing staff, Sparks customer service

	Process
	Smooth checkout, app ordering, clear returns policies

	Physical Evidence
	Sleek store design, sustainable packaging, quality signage



             Figure 3 The 7 P's of Marketing Mix

M&S Food uses Porter’s differentiation strategy by offering high-quality, ethically sourced, and innovative products instead of competing on price. With ranges like Plant Kitchen and Gastropub, and a focus on sustainability, it appeals to customers who care about quality and values (Porter, 1985). However, this premium approach can limit appeal for budget-conscious shoppers, especially during times of economic pressure. Competing on value remains a challenge, particularly against discount retailers like Aldi and Lidl.
[bookmark: _Toc214891264]3.3 The 4Cs of Customer Needs

The 4Cs model (Lauterborn, 1990) reframes marketing from a customer perspective, focusing on needs rather than product features.

	Customer Need
	M&S Food’s Approach
	Evaluation

	Consumer Wants
	Product ranges tailored to diets (vegan, low calorie, high protein)
	Strong relevance, but may need wider options for lower income dietary needs

	Cost to Satisfy
	Premium pricing with Sparks discounts on essentials and favourites
	Perceived value is high, but not competitive for price-driven shoppers

	Convenience
	Online ordering, Ocado delivery, app-based offers, 96% store reach within 25 minutes (M&S Group, 2025a)
	Highly convenient, but rural coverage through Ocado may lag

	Communication
	Emails, app notifications, feedback panels, real time support
	Strong engagement, but risks CRM fatigue with over communication



  Figure 4 Customer's needs







[bookmark: _Toc214891265]3.4 Ethics and Sustainability

M&S Food embeds ethics and sustainability into its brand, aligning with the Triple Bottom Line framework: People, Planet, Profit (Elkington, 1997).

[bookmark: _Toc214891266]Key Actions:

· Donated 30 million meals through Neighbourly
· Introduced repair and reuse partnerships (e.g. SOJO)
· Implemented traceable and responsibly sourced cotton
· Lead in animal welfare standards (M&S ESG Report, 2025)

These initiatives build trust and align with customer expectations, especially among values driven shoppers.
M&S invests in sustainability through food donations, high animal welfare standards, and traceable sourcing. These actions reflect strong ethical intentions and appeal to values driven customers. Still, transparency is key. Without clearer reporting on issues like packaging reduction or carbon targets, trust can erode over time. Competitors like Co-op and Waitrose have been more visible in areas like plastic free packaging. As Elkington’s (1997) triple bottom line framework suggests, ethical credibility depends not just on intention but measurable impact.
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M&S Food has built a strong customer relationship strategy by focusing on premium quality, personalisation, and ethical values. Through loyalty tools like Sparks and targeted segmentation, the brand creates a shopping experience that feels relevant and trusted by its core customers. CRM systems, supported by data from both online and in-store interactions, help tailor offers and shape new product development around what customers want.
But as the UK grocery market becomes more divided between low cost and premium options, M&S risks becoming too narrow in its appeal. While differentiation works well for loyalty, it can limit flexibility when shoppers are more focused on price. Today, long term customer relationships need more than ethical promises they rely on clear communication and proven outcomes (Peattie and Belz, 2010)
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1. Make M&S Food more accessible
Introduce clearer value product ranges to reach more budget conscious shoppers without damaging the premium brand image. As Wedel and Kamakura (2012) note, adapting segmentation strategies to shifting consumer needs is key to staying competitive.

2. Fix CRM gaps across channels
Sparks rewards and personalised offers should work smoothly in-store and online. A consistent, connected experience builds stronger loyalty a core principle of omnichannel CRM (Verhoef, Kannan and Inman, 2015).

3. Be more transparent about ethics
Customers increasingly expect visible progress on sustainability. Sharing updates on food waste and packaging in simple, customer friendly ways strengthens trust and avoids greenwashing (Leonidou and Skarmeas, 2017).

4. Use data smarter in real time
Invest in AI tools that personalise offers based on live behaviour, not just past purchases. Toma and Narayan (2020) show that real time personalisation makes offers feel more relevant, boosting engagement.

5. Listen to a wider range of customers
Expand The Collective to reflect more customer types and use their feedback to improve services and loyalty schemes not just product ranges. Feedback led innovation is key to long term loyalty (Payne, Frow and Eggert, 2017).
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