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Introduction
In this report, we will explore how Customer Relationship Marketing (CRM) strategies influence the performance of Marks & Spencer Food (M&S Food), with a particular focus on building sustainable customer relationships that support long-term loyalty. The report evaluates the organisation’s history, current market position and core values before examining how M&S collects and uses customer data to strengthen customer insight and engagement. It then critically analyses the company’s relationship marketing strategy using key marketing frameworks such as segmentation, targeting and positioning (STP), the marketing mix, the 4Cs of customer needs, and ethical and sustainability practices. Drawing on both academic theory and industry examples, the report considers how these approaches help M&S Food achieve customer centrality and maintain strong brand loyalty in a highly competitive retail environment. Finally, conclusions and recommendations are provided to support future improvements in M&S Food’s CRM strategy.

1. Organisational Overview
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is one of the UK’s most recognised retail institutions, with a heritage dating back to its founding in 1884. Initially operating as a market stall, the company grew into a national retailer renowned for quality products, trust, and reliability. Over time, M&S’s Food division emerged as a key part of the business, especially from the late 1990s onwards, when it began developing a distinct identity centred around premium grocery products, innovation, and ethically sourced ingredients (Le Li et al., 2023). Today, M&S Food is widely viewed as a premium retailer that differentiates itself through a strong emphasis on quality, convenience and sustainability.
M&S Food’s role within the wider organisation has strengthened significantly over the past decade. During periods when the Clothing & Home division experienced challenges, Food consistently performed well and provided internal stability. Market pressures in the UK grocery sector remain high, with intense competition from both traditional supermarkets and low-cost discounters. Despite this, M&S Food maintains strong consumer appeal, particularly among customers seeking premium ready-meals, innovative flavours, and responsibly sourced products. Urbanska (2024) highlights that customers associate M&S Food with superior quality, which helps sustain loyalty even when price sensitivity increases.
MarketLine’s (2020) analysis of UK online retail underscores that competition is particularly strong in digital grocery channels, but this environment also provides opportunities for established brands to deepen customer engagement. M&S Food capitalised on this through its strategic joint venture with Ocado, enabling the business to reach online shoppers with high expectations for convenience, efficiency and seamless digital experiences. This partnership significantly extended M&S Food’s market reach and reinforced its relevance among younger and digitally engaged consumers.
In terms of performance, M&S Food has demonstrated resilience and gradual growth. While exact market share varies year to year, industry profiles show that M&S holds a distinctive position within the premium grocery market and continues to strengthen customer trust through its product quality, innovation and sustainability commitments. These strengths align with the company’s mission statement, which emphasises quality, innovation and customer satisfaction. M&S also places strong emphasis on sustainability, a commitment reflected in its long running “Plan A” initiative centred on ethical and environmental responsibility. This aligns with Eccles et al.’s (2014) claim that organisations embedding sustainability into strategy tend to outperform competitors over the long term. Through its values and mission, M&S positions itself as a brand that prioritises customer trust, ethical responsibility and long-term stakeholder value — creating strong foundations for sustainable customer relationships.

2. Data and Customer Relationships
Customer data plays an essential role in shaping modern CRM practices, especially for a brand operating in the premium segment where customer loyalty depends on trust, personal relevance and consistent value. M&S does not rely on a single, fully integrated CRM platform; instead, it uses a hybrid CRM ecosystem that blends multiple data sources. These include Sparks loyalty data, digital engagement patterns, in-app browsing, online purchase behaviour via Ocado, and customer feedback collected both in-store and online. Together, these streams form a comprehensive picture of customer expectations and behaviours.
The Sparks loyalty programme serves as a key source of behavioural insight. Although Sparks is not a traditional points-based system, it provides M&S with rich information about purchase frequency, responsiveness to offers and product preferences. The Centre for Data & Regional Change (2025) explains that loyalty card data can reveal why customers buy certain products — whether for health, convenience, value or ethical reasons. Such insights help M&S segment its customer base more accurately and tailor communication strategies accordingly. For example, customers who frequently purchase plant-based products may receive promotional messaging aligned with sustainability values, while convenience-driven shoppers may be targeted with ready-meal recommendations.
Khodakarami and Chan (2014) highlight that CRM systems contribute to customer knowledge creation by supporting processes such as socialisation, externalisation and combination. In practice, this means M&S can transform raw customer data into actionable insights. For instance, digital browsing trends can reveal rising interest in specific product categories, while Sparks purchase data can indicate which promotions generate the strongest engagement. Feedback from Ocado’s platform also enables M&S to understand online shopping behaviour, helping refine digital experiences and personalise online recommendations.
Ciancio and Sharrocks (2021) argue that even companies without traditional loyalty schemes can effectively gather data through digital channels. For M&S, this is especially relevant because Sparks is built around personalised offers and experiences rather than points accumulation. This makes the programme feel more engaging while still generating detailed behavioural data. It also keeps the customer relationship focused on value and relevance rather than transactional rewards.
Online grocery shopping has transformed customer data streams. MarketLine’s (2015) case study on online grocery retail emphasises the expanding demand for convenience, reliability and digital service quality. Through Ocado, M&S gains access to advanced logistics data, customer journey analytics and basket-building patterns. This deepens the brand’s understanding of how customers shop online, enabling better forecasting and product availability management.
Data use is also crucial for sustainable customer relationships, which require more than short-term promotions. Pachuau (2023) stresses that sustainable relationships depend on long-term behavioural insights and customer value alignment. Similarly, Magatef and Al-Okaily (2023) argue that personalised, responsive e-CRM systems significantly enhance loyalty by matching offers to customer needs. M&S demonstrates this through personalised Sparks offers, ethical sourcing communication and consistent product quality — reinforcing trust and emotional connection.
Overall, M&S’s data-driven CRM practices provide the foundations for strong, sustainable customer relationships. By integrating customer data across platforms, transforming it into actionable insights and personalising customer experiences, M&S strengthens satisfaction, anticipates needs and supports long-term loyalty.

3. CRM Strategy Analysis
Segmentation, Targeting and Positioning
M&S Food applies a structured segmentation strategy that considers demographic, psychographic and behavioural dimensions. This includes factors such as age, income, lifestyle, sustainability values and purchasing frequency. These methods reflect the segmentation principles outlined by the Chartered Institute of Marketing (CIM, n.d.), which emphasise the importance of identifying groups with shared characteristics and tailoring marketing efforts accordingly.
Targeting strategies focus on customers who value quality, ethical sourcing, convenience and innovation. Historically, M&S appealed strongly to older and higher-income segments, but recent efforts — including expanded value ranges and digital engagement — aim to widen appeal to younger demographics. Positioning remains firmly centred around premium food with exceptional quality and responsible sourcing. Le Li et al. (2023) argue that this focus on quality differentiation supports M&S’s competitive advantage in a crowded marketplace.
Differentiation and the Marketing Mix
M&S Food’s marketing mix centres on high-quality products, innovative flavours and strong ethical commitments. Pricing is premium but supported by value ranges such as “Remarkable Value,” which enhance affordability without diluting the brand identity. Promotion integrates Sparks personalisation, app notifications and in-store marketing that highlights quality and sustainability. Place strategy includes both physical stores and the M&S-Ocado partnership, expanding access to online grocery services. According to MarketLine (2020), UK consumers increasingly expect seamless omnichannel experiences, making M&S’s digital expansion essential for competitiveness.
The 4Cs of Customer Needs 
The 4Cs framework—Customer Value, Customer Cost, Convenience and Communication—offers a modern, customer-centred way to assess how effectively M&S Food meets customer needs. It fits particularly well with M&S’s premium positioning and its emphasis on long-term loyalty.
Customer Value:
M&S delivers value primarily through exceptional product quality, ethical sourcing and a strong focus on freshness. Customers increasingly define “value” as more than just low prices. As Urbanska (2024) highlights, many shoppers now associate value with healthier choices, trustworthy sourcing and products that feel worth the spend. M&S’s reputation for reliable quality reinforces this perception and supports repeat purchases.
Customer Cost:
Although M&S sits at the premium end of the market, the brand manages perceived cost by offering accessible value lines and personalised Sparks discounts. These targeted offers help reduce the psychological cost for customers, making premium products feel more justified. This strategy allows M&S to remain competitive without diluting its quality-focused positioning.
Convenience:
Convenience is one of M&S’s strongest assets. Ready meals, food-to-go options and well-located stores all appeal to time-pressed shoppers. Digital convenience has increased through Click-and-Collect, online ordering and the Ocado partnership. MarketLine (2020) notes that customer expectations for efficient online grocery services continue to grow, and M&S’s omnichannel improvements directly align with these expectations.
Communication:
Communication at M&S has become more personalised and transparent. Sparks allows tailored messaging based on shopping behaviour, while the brand also communicates clearly about ethical sourcing, sustainability and new product launches. Magatef and Al-Okaily (2023) emphasise that personalisation significantly strengthens customer loyalty, and M&S’s approach reflects this by keeping messages relevant to each customer’s interests and values.
Overall, the 4Cs show that M&S prioritises the customer experience at each stage. By aligning value, cost, convenience and communication with what modern consumers actually want, the company strengthens its customer-centric strategy and supports long-term loyalty.
Ethical and Sustainability Practices
M&S maintains strong sustainability credentials through ethical sourcing, reduced plastic initiatives and community investment. Stenzel (2010) explains that the Triple Bottom Line — economic, social and environmental responsibility — is now fundamental to modern retail. Eccles et al. (2014) further argue that companies with deeply embedded sustainability policies tend to outperform competitors. M&S’s “Plan A” initiative supports these principles through transparent sustainability targets, supply chain responsibility and consistent communication, reinforcing customer trust and brand loyalty.
Customer Centrality and Long-Term Loyalty
Customer centrality is achieved when every strategic choice reflects customer needs. Pedron et al. (2016) highlight that CRM success depends on strong organisational culture, effective system adoption and clear strategic objectives. M&S Food’s hybrid CRM system demonstrates adaptability, combining Sparks analytics, digital engagement data and external platforms to deliver personalised, customer-centred experiences. Kuikka (2024) notes that emotional satisfaction and trust are particularly important in uncertain times. M&S’s strong reputation for quality and reliability reinforces emotional loyalty, helping sustain long-term customer relationships.

4. Conclusions and Recommendations
Conclusions
M&S Food benefits from a strong heritage, clear strategic identity and long-standing customer trust. Its CRM practices, although not based on a single integrated system, effectively combine multiple data sources to create a comprehensive understanding of customer needs. The brand’s segmentation, targeting and differentiation strategies align well with its premium positioning, while the 4Cs demonstrate a modern, customer-centric approach. Sustainability commitments further strengthen customer trust and long-term engagement. Overall, M&S’s CRM and marketing strategies support sustainable customer relationships and contribute positively to organisational performance.
Recommendations
1. Enhance CRM Integration:
A more unified CRM system could strengthen data consistency and improve cross-functional insight, enabling smoother and more efficient customer engagement.
2. Expand Personalisation:
Leveraging Sparks behavioural data more deeply could enhance personalised offers, supporting both customer relevance and loyalty.
3. Grow Younger Consumer Segments:
Continued investment in digital engagement, social media campaigns and trend-responsive product lines can strengthen appeal among younger customers.
4. Increase Sustainability Transparency:
Providing more detailed sustainability information can reinforce trust and align with growing customer interest in ethical consumption.
5. Strengthen Omnichannel Alignment:
Ensuring a seamless experience across physical stores, the app and Ocado will support customer convenience and maintain competitiveness in the evolving grocery market.
Overall, M&S Food is well positioned for long-term success but can strengthen loyalty further through deeper integration, personalisation and sustainability transparency.
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