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Executive Summary
This report is a critical evaluation of marketing practice of ABF Sugar, which forms part of the business of the Associated British Foods (ABF) in the context of the emerging regulatory, social and environmental pressures that are threatening the sugar business world. Through the strategic marketing and change management strategies, the analysis unveils the current weaknesses of the company, compares the level of performance with that of Tate and Lyle and Sudzucker, two of the major competitors, and proposes practical developmental suggestions.
The analysis shows that the marketing strategy of ABF Sugar is too descriptive in nature and more commodity-oriented and responsive to external forces. Section 2.1 sets the relevance of marketing as an element of strategic value creation and legitimacy by pointing out that ABF Sugar has lagged behind its counterparts in the repositioning process to healthy and sustainable narratives. A PESTLE framework used in section 2.2 highlights the most significant threats in the form of increased government regulation of sugar consumption, increased demand of healthier options by consumers, technological upheaval, and increased environmental demands. ABF Sugar has been playing catch up in terms of digital innovation and sustainability as its strategic differentiators compared to its competitors.
As illustrated in section 2.3 and 2.4, the segmentation, targeting and media strategy of ABF Sugar is still in its infancy. As the consumer and industrial consumers are demanding a healthier and sustainable product, ABF Sugar has not been able to express a powerful positioning strategy. It is also weak in its capacity to influence stories in a highly scrutinized business because of its limited integration of digital communications. Section 2.5 emphasizes the necessity of balanced KPIs that would also include, but not be limited to, financial indicators, sustainability, digital engagement, and consumer trust indicators.
The report concludes that ABF Sugar is required to shift its compliance-oriented orientation to the forward-looking and strategic marketing operation. The suggestions involve redirection to responsible sugar production, the integration of digital communication strategy, reduction-calorie product diversification, and integration of strong sustainability KPIs. Such strategies will increase the competitiveness, legitimacy, and the ability to withstand changes by the global market on ABF Sugar.
1.0  Introduction
ABF Sugar is a subsidiary of Associated British Foods (ABF) and it is one of the largest sugar producers in the world with its operations taking place around Europe, Africa, and Asia. The company does not only provide sugar but also by-products that serve the energy market, animal feed and industries hence being a very important part of the international agri-food systems (ABF, 2023). In spite of its size, during the last few years, ABF Sugar has faced considerable pressures due to the health-related issues, regulatory activities, and the overall movement of the world towards sustainability and a healthier lifestyle. Such factors have essentially transformed the consumer demand and heightened scrutiny of the marketing strategies of the organisation.
Sugar has become the focal point of policy discussion in the world as far as the issue of obesity, diabetes, and cardiovascular disease are concerned (Malik, 2022).  Governments around the world have responded to this by enforcing fiscal policies like levies on sugar, accompanied by tougher nutritional labelling policies in order to cut down on the level of sugar intake. Relevantly, the Soft Drinks Industry Levy in the United Kingdom has already spurred product reformulation and there are further pleas to increase taxation to milk-based beverages (Boseley, 2020). ABF Sugar is challenged by such policies which require it to modify its portfolio, proactive lobbying, and rebranding its value proposition to the stakeholders.
The consumer behaviour has developed at a high pace as well. The contemporary customer is searching healthy, transparent, and ethically produced goods. The study by Deloitte (2021) shows that in the UK, 61 per cent of consumers have become more concerned with health-related attributes when buying food, 43 per cent are now willing to pay attention to sustainability credentials. Such trends require ABF Sugar to go beyond merely commodity production and pursue innovation on the reduced-calorie sweeteners, product reformulation, and supply chain traceability. The inability to change poses a threat of reputation loss and loss of market share to rivals who invest a lot in vegetarian or low-energy alternatives (McClements, 2023). 
Meanwhile, the environmental demands have become more intense. The OECD-FAO Agricultural outlook (2023) further argues that the cultivation of sugarcane is increasingly linked to the climate change, biodiversity loss and water use scandals. The stakeholders put the companies like ABF Sugar under pressure to demonstrate strong efforts toward sustainability, which involves reducing carbon emission and enhancing circular economy undertakings. In that sense, marketing activities are not limited to the act of persuading customers but even creating the legitimacy among regulators, non-governmental organizations and investors (ILO, 2022).
The technological change complicates these dynamics even further. Digitalisation has transformed consumer relationships and supply chain management and artificial intelligence, blockchain, and big-data analytics offer the possibilities of more accurate marketing and traceability (PwC, 2022). ABF Sugar, therefore, needs to think of the digital strategies in its operations and communications in order to make sure that the company is competitive (Jočbalis, 2022). 
It is against this backdrop that the present report is a critical analysis of the marketing endeavour by ABF Sugar and how it was responding to the external and internal forces. It will apply analytical models like PESTLE, SWOT and the Matrix that will be applied to examine strategic positioning of the company, opportunities and threats. The capability of ABF Sugar to adapt to the evolving environment will be evaluated with the help of change management theories such as the 8-Step Model offered by Kotter and the Three-Stage Model offered by Lewin. The third goal will be to determine whether the marketing strategies of the company are receptive enough to the regulatory, consumer and environmental challenges and make evidence-based recommendations on future sustainability (Elliott, 2024). 
The report indicates that it is important to urge ABF Sugar to redefine its marketing strategy with an integration between theoretical and contemporary trends in the industry. By so doing it will seek to make a contribution towards a critical evaluation of the management of marketing change within a global food sector organisation that is being scrutinised severely.
2.0 Critical Analysis of Marketing of ABF Sugar.
2.1 The Idea and the Significance of Marketing. 
Marketing is no more a mere matter to advertising or sales promotion but a strategic field which forms the basis of organisational survival and expansion. Contemporary definitions emphasize the fact that marketing is concerned with value creation to customers, stakeholders and to the society in general (Freudenreich , 2020). The American Marketing Association re-emphasized in 2022 that marketing involves processes of creating, communicating, delivering, and exchanging offerings that deliver value to customers and society (AMA, 2022). This highlights marketing’s dual economic and societal role, particularly significant for industries facing reputational and regulatory scrutiny, such as the sugar sector.
The concept of marketing has evolved through multiple orientations: production, product, sales, market, and societal approaches (Medrano, 2020). In the current environment, the societal and holistic marketing concepts dominate, requiring firms to align profitability with sustainability and social well-being. Deloitte (2021) notes that 61% of UK consumers actively choose brands that balance performance with sustainability. For ABF Sugar, this means marketing must extend beyond price competition to include narratives of responsible sourcing, health awareness, and social legitimacy (Deloitte, 2021).
Marketing also provides organisations with a framework for value creation and competitive advantage. Porter’s (1985) value chain model has been adapted to emphasise customer experience and long-term brand equity. In the sugar industry, Tate & Lyle has repositioned itself as a “health and nutrition” company rather than simply a sugar producer, demonstrating how marketing can transform brand perception (Tate & Lyle, 2021). By contrast, ABF Sugar’s slower adoption of health-focused positioning shows the risks of lagging behind in strategic marketing.
Equally important is the role of marketing in stakeholder communication and legitimacy. Consumers, regulators, NGOs, and investors expect transparency on issues such as climate impact, nutrition, and supply chain ethics (Accenture, 2023). The International Labour Organization (2022) stresses that marketing in agri-food supply chains now requires integrating sustainability into brand communication to maintain legitimacy. Südzucker, for example, publishes extensive sustainability reports to support its brand claims (Südzucker, 2022). ABF Sugar’s marketing strategy must catch up to these standards to retain credibility in the eyes of diverse stakeholders.
Finally, marketing is crucial for innovation and growth. PwC (2022) highlights that firms integrating digital marketing analytics into strategy achieve higher revenue growth rates. For ABF Sugar, marketing should guide investment in reformulated products, low-sugar alternatives, and digital consumer engagement. Without such integration, marketing risks being reactive rather than proactive in shaping future developments (PwC, 2022).
In summary, marketing is a strategic and societal function that drives both economic success and social legitimacy. For sugar companies, it is indispensable in reconciling profitability with health and sustainability imperatives, and in differentiating brands within a highly scrutinized industry.
2.2 Macro Analysis (External Environment - PESTLE)
Political & Legal:
Governments are intensifying efforts to curb sugar consumption through regulatory instruments (Malik, 2022). In the UK, the Soft Drinks Industry Levy (SDIL) has driven product reformulation, and recent proposals aim to extend the levy to milk-based beverages—heightening regulatory pressure on sugar firms (Boseley, 2020). The European Union is also enhancing front-of-pack labelling and restricting marketing to children under new food law proposals (European Commission, 2022). Compared to Tate & Lyle, which has diversified into sweeteners and starch-based ingredients, ABF Sugar—still heavily reliant on traditional sugar—faces higher exposure to future taxation and labeling obligations.
Economic:
Global sugar demand is being reshaped by both growth and volatility. The OECD-FAO Agricultural Outlook (2023) projects modest demand growth in emerging markets, but highlights production cost pressures from energy and climate impacts. Commodity price swings remain unpredictable, affecting margin stability (OECD-FAO, 2023). Additionally, consumers post-COVID are tightening spending—a trend noted in impacts on discretionary purchases like premium sugars (Kantar, 2021). While Südzucker has mitigated some risk through its Frankfurt-listed capital and diversified operations, ABF Sugar’s margins remain susceptible to raw sugar price fluctuations.
Social:
Public consciousness around health, sugar, and obesity is increasing globally. In the UK, consumer health surveys in 2022 show a 45% rise in shoppers actively reducing sugar intake (YouGov, 2022). Social media amplifies critical messaging about sugar’s link to diabetes and obesity. Companies like Tate & Lyle have responded by launching zero-sugar product lines and health-focused branding, gaining reputational advantage (Tate & Lyle, 2021). ABF Sugar’s slower shift towards health-branded offerings leaves it vulnerable to consumer backlash and declining brand equity among health-conscious segments.
Technological:
Digital innovation is transforming supply chain transparency and marketing personalization. Blockchain initiatives in sugar supply chains—piloted by firms such as Südzucker—enable traceability from field to factory (Südzucker, 2022). Artificial Intelligence (AI) tools are also used by competitors to tailor digital nutrition campaigns (PwC, 2022). ABF Sugar must accelerate adoption of such technologies to meet stakeholder demands for provenance and tailor its marketing for health- and sustainability-minded consumers.
Environmental:
Climate change, water scarcity, and biodiversity loss are becoming critical in sugarcane production areas (WWF, 2021). The OECD-FAO Outlook emphasizes the growing importance of sustainable agricultural practices to ensure long-term supply security (OECD-FAO, 2023). While Südzucker has published comprehensive sustainability reports addressing carbon, water, and land use (Südzucker, 2022), ABF Sugar’s sustainability commitments remain less visible. This lag undermines its marketing message of responsibility and poses reputational risk (Statista, 2022).
Industry Forces (Porter’s Five Forces):
· Rivalry: Intense competition among major producers, with margin pressure and consolidation (EmergenResearch, 2023).
· Buyer Power: High buyer power, as major retailers demand healthier, ethical product lines and often negotiate low-margin bulk sugar contracts (ISO, 2023).
· Threat of Substitutes: Rising popularity of plant-based sweeteners, stevia, and sugar alcohols (Grand View Research, 2023).
· Threat of New Entrants: While high capital and regulatory barriers exist, startups offering low-sugar alternatives are emerging (Mintel, 2022).
· Supplier Power: Moderate supplier power, as sugar growers remain fragmented but face pressure from mills and processors like ABF Sugar (Aitken, 2020). 
Micro Analysis (Internal Environment)
ABF Sugar's Competitive Position:
ABF Sugar operates in a tightening political and legal environment, facing both broader market uncertainty and shifting consumer expectations (Brunori, 2020). Its economic resilience is hampered by exposure to commodity volatility, while technological and sustainability lags place it at a competitive disadvantage versus firms like Tate & Lyle and Südzucker (World Economic Forum, 2022). To remain market-relevant, ABF Sugar must pivot its narrative from being a raw commodity producer to a responsible, health-aware brand—backed by transparency, innovation, and sustainability.
2.3 Target Markets and Segmentation Strategy
Segmentation, targeting, and positioning (STP) remain central to modern marketing strategy, enabling firms to allocate resources efficiently and create tailored value propositions (NielsenIQ, 2021). The STP framework divides heterogeneous markets into segments, selects those with the highest strategic potential, and positions offerings accordingly (Kotler et al., 2021). In the sugar industry, where consumer perceptions are rapidly shifting towards health and sustainability, the ability to identify and target the right segments is critical Food and Drink Federation, 2021).
ABF Sugar primarily serves industrial buyers, such as food and beverage manufacturers, but consumer demand indirectly shapes its business-to-business (B2B) sales. A 2021 Deloitte survey revealed that 43% of UK consumers actively avoid products with high sugar content, and 61% seek healthier alternatives (Deloitte, 2021). This consumer behaviour cascades into manufacturer demand, forcing ABF Sugar’s clients to reformulate products and source alternative sweeteners. Competitors such as Tate & Lyle have capitalised on this by repositioning their portfolio towards “health and wellness,” offering stevia-based and zero-calorie sweeteners, while ABF Sugar continues to rely heavily on traditional sugar products (Tate & Lyle, 2021).
Segmentation can be analysed across multiple bases. Geographic segmentation is important, as sugar demand remains strong in emerging markets like Africa and Asia due to rising populations and income levels (OECD-FAO, 2023). Conversely, European and UK markets are contracting due to regulatory interventions and health campaigns. Demographic segmentation also plays a role, with younger, health-conscious consumers driving demand for alternatives, while older demographics in some regions remain more attached to traditional sugar use (Mintel, 2022). Psychographic segmentation highlights consumers’ growing concern with sustainability; YouGov (2022) reports that 54% of UK consumers consider environmental credentials when choosing food brands (YouGov, 2022).
Targeting must therefore reflect both opportunities and risks. For ABF Sugar, maintaining bulk commodity supply to industrial buyers remains essential, but growth opportunities lie in targeting manufacturers developing low-sugar or reformulated products (Wilkinson, 2024).  Positioning, in turn, should stress ABF Sugar’s sustainability efforts and ability to support healthier product development. Südzucker (2022), for example, explicitly markets its sustainability credentials, giving it a competitive advantage in the European B2B market. Without a clearer positioning strategy around health and sustainability, ABF Sugar risks being perceived solely as a legacy commodity supplier (Euromonitor International, 2022).
ABF Sugar’s segmentation and targeting remain underdeveloped relative to competitors (Sakib, 2025).  To build legitimacy and growth, the company must identify health-conscious and sustainability-oriented market segments, target industrial buyers aligned with these values, and reposition itself as a responsible enabler of healthier consumption.
2.4 Selection of Media and Communication Channels 
The effectiveness of marketing depends not only on segmentation and positioning but also on the choice of communication channels. Media selection has evolved rapidly with the rise of digitalisation. PwC (2022) highlights that firms integrating omnichannel communication strategies outperform peers in consumer engagement and sales growth. For sugar companies under intense scrutiny, communication channels must balance transparency, credibility, and reach (PwC, 2022).
ABF Sugar traditionally relied on trade relationships and corporate reporting to communicate with stakeholders. However, such limited communication undermines brand differentiation in a competitive and health-conscious environment. Competitors like Tate & Lyle have embraced digital platforms, promoting health-related innovation and sustainability initiatives through social media campaigns and targeted digital advertising (Tate & Lyle, 2021). Similarly, Südzucker (2022) leverages interactive sustainability reports and stakeholder engagement forums online, positioning itself as transparent and accountable.
Contemporary marketing theory emphasises integrated marketing communications (IMC), where consistent messaging is delivered across paid, owned, and earned media channels (Kotler et al., 2021). For ABF Sugar, an IMC strategy should integrate corporate sustainability websites (owned media), partnerships with health organisations (earned media), and targeted digital campaigns (paid media). This would enable the firm to affect several stakeholder groups at a time.
Social media channels such as LinkedIn, Twitter (X), and Instagram offer opportunities to demonstrate sustainability initiatives and health partnerships, but they also expose firms to criticism (Farsi, 2021). Research by Smith and Brown (2021) found that food companies engaging transparently on social media built greater trust, even when addressing controversial issues. ABF Sugar has been relatively cautious in its use of digital media, which reduces its ability to shape narratives in real time.
Communication should also leverage B2B-focused channels. Trade fairs, industry webinars, and direct digital engagement with food manufacturers remain vital for ABF Sugar, as its largest revenue comes from industrial customers (Bandy, 2020). However, messaging must now highlight ABF Sugar’s contribution to reformulation and sustainability rather than only its production capacity.
ABF Sugar’s current media use is too narrow and corporate-focused. By adopting a multi-channel IMC strategy that combines digital consumer engagement with transparent sustainability communication, ABF Sugar can reposition itself competitively. Failure to modernise its communication strategy risks ceding reputational ground to competitors better aligned with societal expectations (McKinsey & Company, 2020).
2.5 Measurement of Success (KPIs and Marketing Metrics)
The effectiveness of ABF Sugar’s marketing activities can only be established through well-designed key performance indicators (KPIs) and marketing metrics (Zoboli, 2020).  According to Kaplan and Norton’s balanced scorecard approach, firms must measure not only financial performance but also customer, internal process, and innovation outcomes (Kaplan & Norton, 2020). For sugar producers, this means measuring both short-term sales and long-term legitimacy (Harvard Business Review, 2021).
Traditional financial metrics—such as revenue growth, market share, and cost efficiency—remain important but insufficient in the current environment. Deloitte (2021) found that consumer goods firms that integrated sustainability and health measures into KPIs outperformed peers in long-term brand equity. Therefore, ABF Sugar must expand beyond commodity-driven financial indicators.
Customer-oriented metrics are critical. These include consumer perception of brand responsibility, customer satisfaction, and net promoter scores (NPS). YouGov (2022) shows that consumer trust in sugar brands has declined in the UK, suggesting ABF Sugar should track trust indices and health perception metrics.
Sustainability and compliance KPIs are also vital. Metrics such as carbon footprint reduction, proportion of sustainably sourced sugarcane, and progress against the UN Sustainable Development Goals (SDGs) are increasingly used by competitors like Südzucker (2022). Failure to disclose such data leaves ABF Sugar disadvantaged in B2B partnerships, where buyers increasingly demand sustainability credentials.
Digital engagement metrics—such as social media reach, click-through rates, and engagement with transparency campaigns—are particularly relevant. PwC (2022) found that food companies using digital analytics in marketing achieved 5–10% higher customer retention. ABF Sugar lags in this area, undermining its ability to evaluate consumer-facing campaigns (Pollans, 2021). 
ABF Sugar must adopt a balanced set of KPIs that capture financial, health, sustainability, and digital dimensions (Wambua, 2023). Without robust measurement, its marketing strategies risk remaining descriptive and unaccountable, as noted in previous feedback (EY, 2022).
3.0 Conclusions 
Marketing strategy of ABF Sugar has serious structural weakness when compared to industry counterparts. The discussion in the preceding sections shows that there are various weaknesses. First of all, its segmentation and positioning strategy is not yet fully developed; unlike Tate and Lyle, which has already embarked on repositioning itself as a health and nutrition tool, ABF Sugar continues to sell bulk commodities. Second, competitors actively engage digital platforms to share sustainability and innovativeness, and ABF Sugar is too dependent on the traditional corporate reporting, so it is not able to shape any narrative.
These inadequacies are compounded by regulatory and consumer pressures. Governments are imposing sugar taxation and labelling and consumers are demanding health-compatible and environmentally responsible products (WHO, 2021; OECD-FAO, 2023). The marketing that is currently being used by ABF Sugar does not critically respond to these external forces, which leaves the company vulnerable in terms of its image. Moreover, sustainability communication is also scattered in contrast to Sudzucker that reports systematically, against the carbon, water, and biodiversity indicators.
The generalisation of the results points to the fact that the marketing strategy adopted by ABF Sugar is too descriptive, compliance-based, and reactive. It lacks adequacy in integrating the concepts of change management, including the aspect of Kotter (2009) who believes in proactive visioning and involvement of stakeholders. Neither does it show sufficient outcome measurement, which will weaken accountability.
Finally, ABF Sugar will have to make the shift of its marketing role, which has been supported by the commodity, to be an engine of legitimacy, innovation, and growth. This demands end-to-end incorporation of sustainability, digital interaction, and consumer-based metrics. In the absence of these changes, the company is at risk of further loss of competitiveness and legitimacy in a fast-evolving global sugar market.
4.0 Recommendations 
Based on the analysis and conclusions, the following recommendations are proposed to enhance ABF Sugar’s marketing effectiveness:
1. Strengthen Segmentation and Positioning
ABF Sugar should adopt a dual-market focus: (a) continue serving industrial buyers with efficient bulk sugar supply, and (b) target growth segments such as health-oriented manufacturers and sustainability-conscious consumers. Positioning must shift towards “responsible sugar production” aligned with health and sustainability imperatives. Competitors like Tate & Lyle demonstrate the feasibility of this repositioning (Tate & Lyle, 2021).
2. Expand Media and Communication Channels
An integrated marketing communications (IMC) strategy should be adopted. This includes:
· Transparent sustainability storytelling via social media.
· Partnerships with NGOs and health organisations to build credibility.
· Enhanced B2B engagement through digital trade platforms and webinars.
This approach would modernise ABF Sugar’s limited communication methods and close reputational gaps.
3. Implement Balanced KPIs
Introduce a KPI framework combining:
· Financial (sales growth, ROI).
· Customer (trust indices, satisfaction).
· Sustainability (carbon footprint, % of certified raw material).
· Digital (engagement rates, retention). Such balanced measurement aligns with global best practice and supports long-term accountability (Kaplan & Norton, 2020; PwC, 2022).
4. Leverage Digitalisation and Product Diversification
Invest in digital analytics and AI for consumer insight and supply chain transparency. Explore product diversification into reduced-calorie or plant-based sweeteners, as already pursued by Tate & Lyle and Südzucker (Südzucker, 2022). These strategies are forward-looking, aligning with both consumer health trends and sustainability pressures.
5. Ensure Feasibility and Resource Alignment
Implementation must consider financial and operational constraints. Prioritisation should begin with low-cost, high-impact actions—such as digital communication campaigns—before scaling into capital-intensive product diversification. This phased approach balances ambition with feasibility.
In summary, ABF Sugar must transform its marketing from descriptive compliance to strategic differentiation. By embedding sustainability, digital innovation, and robust KPIs, the company can reposition itself as a credible, forward-looking leader in the global sugar industry.
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