1. INTRODUCTION
This paper examines the issues of strategy and sustainability regarding the instance of Marks & Spencer. British retailer Marks & Spencer (M&S) has a long history that dates to 1884. Well-known for its superior food, home goods, and apparel, M&S has established itself as a mainstay of the UK retail scene(Grayson, 2011). The business has a long history of innovation and devoted clientele, and it is openly traded on the London Stock  Exchange (Available at: https://markets.ft.com/data/equities/tearsheet/summary?s=MKS:LSE , Accessed : 22.08.2024) With 75 billion dollars in sales, the firm operated 280 chain locations in the United Kingdom in 1992. When looking at sales categories, M&S makes up 4.6 percent of food sales and 15% of apparel sales in the UK. According to Guinness World Records, the company's London Marble Arch flagship shop sells for $3,700 per square foot. M&S provides exceptional quality meals, household goods, and apparel with exceptional style, quality, and value for money. Every product is sourced from over 2,000 suppliers worldwide and is subjected to a stringent quality assurance process. With more than 75,000 workers in the UK and 622 locations globally, M&S is a rapidly expanding company both domestically and internationally (Marks & Spencer, 2023).But M&S, like a lot of other conventional retailers, has had to deal with a lot of difficulties recently, such as changes in customer behaviour, heightened rivalry, and the explosive growth of e-commerce. In response to these challenges, M&S has embarked on a strategic journey to revitalise its brand, streamline operations, and adapt to the changing retail environment. This report aims to provide a comprehensive strategic review of M&S, focusing on the company's corporate and business strategies, and evaluating the success of these strategies in practice. The analysis will explore how M&S has navigated its recent transformation efforts and what opportunities and challenges lie ahead for the iconic retailer.
2. STRATEGIC CHOICE
2.1. Corporate and Business Strategy
Cost leadership, differentiation, and focus are the three primary strategy options that businesses can use to obtain a competitive advantage, according to Michael Porter's Generic Strategies framework. Every strategy provides a unique way to outperform rivals (Porter, 1985). A cost leadership strategy involves a company aiming to become the lowest-cost producer in its industry while maintaining acceptable levels of quality (David& David, 2016). This strategy allows the firm to offer lower prices than its competitors or to maintain higher profit margins. For M&S, traditionally known for its premium quality, implementing a cost leadership strategy requires balancing cost efficiency with its reputation for quality. The main approach used by Marks & Spencer (M&S) both historically and today is differentiation with components of focus. M&S has long positioned itself as a provider of high-quality products, particularly in its clothing, home, and food segments. The differentiation strategy is characterised by offering products or services that are perceived as unique or superior in some way. While differentiation is the broad strategy, M&S also incorporates elements of a Focus Strategy, particularly in its food division. The focus strategy involves targeting a specific market segment or demographic, offering tailored products that meet the unique needs of that group. Company often achieves competitive advantage through strategies of leadership and differentiation, which allow them to stand out in the marketplace and attract a loyal customer base (Mind Tools, 2024). M&S has recognised the need to adapt to the growing trend of e-commerce and has made digital transformation a cornerstone of its corporate strategy. M&S has made substantial investments to modernise its digital capabilities and online platform to provide customers with a smooth omnichannel experience.
Figure 1:
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Porter’s Generic Strategies: Cost Leadership, Differentiation and Focus
Source : https://www.business-to-you.com/porter-generic-strategies-differentiation-cost-leadership-focus/ 
 Among these is the collaboration with Ocado, which makes it possible for M&S to more successfully offer its food items online. With the completion of its acquisition of a 50% stake in Ocado Retail Ltd. in 2020, M&S made a big move towards online food selling (Marks & Spencer, 2023). This strategy's justification may be found in the Ansoff Matrix, which emphasises "market development" as a crucial growth tactic. M&S is attempting to access new markets (online consumers) with its current items (food and apparel) by expanding into the online retail space. Igor Ansoff created the Ansoff Matrix, a strategic framework that businesses use to decide on their approaches to product and market expansion. It delineates four fundamental approaches: diversification, product development, market penetration, and market development. Several of these tactics have been used by Marks & Spencer (M&S) in recent years to help them deal with the difficulties facing the retail sector (Ansoff, I. 1957). Market penetration involves increasing market share within existing markets using existing products. This strategy typically focuses on driving sales growth through marketing efforts, pricing strategies, and increasing the frequency of customer purchases (Hill&Jones,2012). The focus on improving the online shopping experience is also part of market penetration. By enhancing its e-commerce platform, M&S aims to capture a larger share of its current market, particularly as online shopping becomes more prevalent. The success of these efforts can be seen in the growth of M&S’s online sales, which have become a significant part of the company's revenue, particularly in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic. Market development involves entering new markets with existing products. This can include geographical expansion or targeting new customer segments within the same market (Wheelen & Hunger, 2012). M&S has pursued market development in lucrative locations such as India and Hong Kong, while also consolidating some of its overseas operations. The business wants to expand its clientele outside of the UK by concentrating on markets where the M&S brand is highly recognised. Through their relationship with Ocado, M&S has been able to expand its market presence in the relatively nascent online grocery sector. Product development involves creating new products for existing markets. This strategy is used when a company seeks to innovate or expand its product offerings to meet the evolving needs of its current customer base (David& David, 2016). M&S is renowned for its culinary innovation, consistently creating new lines of exclusive foods, health-focused goods, and ready-to-eat meals. By doing this, the product line remains current and adapts to the tastes of the market’s has launched new clothing lines that aim to be more in step with current fashion trends while upholding its reputation for quality to revitalise its flagging clothes section. Diversification involves developing new products for new markets. This is the most risky of the four strategies as it involves moving into areas where the company has little to no experience (Hill & Jones, 2012). The Ocado deal is an example of related diversification because it expands M&S’s presence in the grocery market but in an entirely new format—online. This partnership has been crucial for M&S's growth strategy in the rapidly expanding online retail sector.
The Ansoff Matrix framework is a useful tool for analysing Marks & Spencer's strategic initiatives. To adjust to a shifting retail environment, the company has used a combination of market penetration, market development, product development, and selective diversification tactics. Although M&S has had development in its online sales and food innovation, there are still issues, especially in its clothes segment where more strategic refinement may be required. The comprehensive strategy M&S has adopted to maintain its place in the cutthroat retail industry is better illustrated by the Ansoff Matrix.
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Source: https://www.smartinsights.com/marketing-planning/create-a-marketing-plan/ansoff-model/
Marks & Spencer (M&S) has a range of resources and capabilities that it leverages to implement its business and corporate strategies. These can be classified into tangible, intangible, and human resources, along with organisational capabilities. The VRIO framework is a strategic analysis tool used to evaluate a company's resources and capabilities to determine their potential for sustained competitive advantage. VRIO stands for Value, Rarity, Imitability, and Organisation. Below is a VRIO analysis of Marks & Spencer (M&S), focusing on its key resources and capabilities (Barney,1991). 
· Brand equity
High Value - M&S’s brand is highly valuable, particularly in the UK, where it is associated with quality, reliability, and heritage. This strong brand equity helps M&S attract and retain customers, especially in the competitive retail market.
Moderate Rarity - While many retail brands possess strong brand equity, M&S’s specific reputation for quality, particularly in the food sector, is somewhat rare in the UK market. However, brand equity as a concept is not unique.
Low Imitability - Building a brand with the same level of trust and recognition as M&S requires substantial time, investment, and consistent quality, making it difficult for competitors to imitate.
Strong Organisation - M&S has effectively organized its resources to leverage its brand equity across various product lines and channels, including online and international markets (Patridge, J. 2022, October 12).

· Product innovation
High Value - M&S’s product innovation, particularly in its food division, provides           significant value by differentiating its offerings from competitors. Unique and high-quality food products are a major draw for customers.
High rarity - The ability to consistently innovate and create exclusive food products that resonate with consumers is rare. Few competitors in the UK market can match M&S’s innovation in this area.
Moderate imitability - While competitors can eventually replicate some of M&S’s food innovations, doing so with the same quality and brand association is challenging. The innovation process and brand loyalty are harder to imitate.
Strong organisation - M&S has effectively organized its product development and supply chain operations to continually introduce new products to the market, maintaining a competitive edge (Mattison, A. 2023, November 8).

· Digital transformation
High value - Digital transformation is highly valuable in the modern retail environment, where e-commerce and omnichannel capabilities are crucial for growth and customer engagement.
Moderate rarity - While many retailers are investing in digital transformation, the specific combination of M&S’s online capabilities, including the Ocado partnership, and its market position makes it relatively rare.
Moderate to Low - Developing a similar level of digital infrastructure and integrating it with a well-established physical retail operation is costly and complex, making it difficult to imitate.
Moderate organisation - M&S has made significant strides in organizing its digital operations, but there are still areas for improvement, particularly in fully integrating its online and offline operations (https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-47383159). 

· Sustainability initiatives
High value - Sustainability is increasingly important to consumers, and M&S’s Plan A initiatives add significant value by enhancing the company’s reputation and aligning with consumer demand for ethical products.
Moderate rarity - While many companies have sustainability programs, M&S’s long-standing commitment and comprehensive approach make its initiatives somewhat rare, particularly in the retail sector.
Moderate to High imitability - Competitors can implement similar sustainability initiatives.
Strong organisation - M&S has effectively integrated its sustainability goals into its overall business strategy, ensuring that they are a core part of its operations.
(https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sustainability). 

· Supply Chain Efficiency

High value - An efficient supply chain is critical for retail operations, particularly in managing costs, reducing waste, and ensuring timely product availability, which directly impacts customer satisfaction.
Moderate rarity - While supply chain efficiency is a common goal among retailers, the specific systems and processes M&S has developed, particularly through the Ocado partnership, give it a competitive edge.
Moderate imitability - Competitors can develop similar supply chain efficiencies but doing so to the same level as M&S, particularly with its integration with Ocado’s systems, requires significant investment and expertise.
Strong organisation - M&S has effectively organized its supply chain operations to support its business strategies, including online and offline integration.
(https://corporate.marksandspencer.com/sustainability/human-rights-our-supply-chain).
Here's a VRIO table for Marks & Spencer (M&S), summarizing the analysis of its key resources and capabilities:
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According to the VRIO analysis, M&S has a few assets and skills, especially its brand equity, product innovation, and sustainability activities, that give it a long-term competitive edge. These advantages complement M&S's corporate and business strategy, which include market consolidation, digital transformation, and food differentiation. Though beneficial now, sectors like supply chain efficiency and digital transformation need constant innovation and investment to be competitive in the quickly changing retail market.



3. RECOMMENDATION

Global business practices, regulatory frameworks, and consumer tastes are all starting to place a greater emphasis on sustainability. Improving sustainable practices can give Marks & Spencer (M&S) substantial long-term competitive advantages in addition to meeting these changing expectations. Businesses who take the lead in becoming carbon neutral will be better positioned to comply with legal requirements and win over environmentally concerned customers as the globe's attention on climate change grows. Establish a goal to attain carbon neutrality for all activities, including product sourcing, shop operations, and logistics, by a given deadline. For stores and distribution centres, make investments in renewable energy sources; for delivery fleets, switch to electric or low-emission cars. Expand the scope of carbon offset programs to incorporate investments in carbon capture technologies, reforestation projects, and renewable energy efforts. Products with lower environmental effect, organic ingredients, and ethical sourcing are among the characteristics that consumers are looking for more and more. In this regard, M&S may take the lead by providing a wider selection of eco-friendly goods. Raise the percentage of eco-friendly materials in clothing lines, such as wool from ethically produced sources, recycled fibres, and organic cotton. Increase the selection of organic, plant-based, and locally sourced foods to lessen the carbon footprint associated with food production and delivery. Provide packaging for all product lines that is 100% recyclable, compostable, or reusable. Sustainability includes social implications in addition to environmental ones. By establishing closer contacts with communities and suppliers and making sure that sustainability is ingrained in the supply chain, M&S can bolster its competitive advantage. Collaborate with vendors to enhance their ecological methods, providing backing for certifications such as Fair Trade, Rainforest Alliance, or organic farming. Put money into community development initiatives in the regions where M&S sources its goods to support the establishment of long-term supply chains and sustainable local economies. Introduce a "circular economy" program in which consumers can return unwanted apparel and packaging for recycling or upcycling by M&S, encouraging a sense of community involvement in sustainability.

4. CONCLUSION

Marks & Spencer (M&S) stands at a pivotal point where sustainability can significantly shape its future competitive landscape. The company's existing efforts, particularly through initiatives like Plan A, have already positioned it as a leader in sustainable retailing. However, as consumer expectations and regulatory demands evolve, M&S must deepen its commitment to sustainability to secure long-term success. By enhancing digital transformation, embracing cost leadership, and expanding its sustainable product offerings, M&S can build a robust foundation for future growth. Additionally, focusing on carbon neutrality, integrating circular economy principles, and leveraging technology for sustainable innovation will further differentiate M&S in a crowded market.Ultimately, these recommendations are not just about compliance or corporate responsibility; they represent strategic opportunities to enhance brand loyalty, attract new customer segments, and build resilience against market fluctuations. As sustainability becomes increasingly central to consumer choice and global business practices, M&S's ability to lead in this area will be crucial for maintaining and expanding its competitive advantage in the years to come.M&S's journey towards deeper sustainability will require investment, innovation, and a strong commitment to its core values. However, the rewards—both in terms of market position and long-term viability—are substantial, making sustainability a critical component of M&S's strategic future.
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6. APPENDIX 
The PESTEL model is a strategic framework used to analyse the external environment of a business by examining the Political, Economic, Social, Technological, Environmental, and Legal factors that can impact the organization (Johnson et al., 2017). 
	PESTEL
Factors
	
Key Issues
	
Impact on M&S

	Political
	· Brexit and Trade Policies
	· Increased costs and complexity in supply chain management due to new customs procedures and trade barriers.

	
	· Regulatory Environment
	· Need for strict compliance with UK and international regulations, particularly in food safety and labour laws.

	
	· Government Polices
	· Influence of tax policies and regulations on operational costs and strategic decisions.

	Economic
	· Consumer Spending Power
	· Direct impact on sales and pricing strategies; requires alignment of product offerings with consumer purchasing power.

	
	· Currency Fluctuations
	· Exchange rate risks affecting the cost of goods, particularly in the clothing segment.

	
	· Economic Recovery
	· Need for agility in product and marketing strategies to align with economic conditions, impacting consumer confidence and spending.

	Social
	· Changing Consumer Preferences
	· Increased demand for sustainable, ethical, and health-conscious products; opportunity for M&S to differentiate through sustainability initiatives like Plan A.

	
	· Demographic Shifts
	· Opportunity to tailor product offerings to an aging population while appealing to younger demographics.

	
	· Health Consciousness
	· Growth in demand for organic and health-oriented food products; requires emphasis on quality and wellness in product development.

	Technological
	· 
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