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How Global Changes Affect Marks & Spencer (M&S)
Introduction
Globalisation means that countries and businesses around the world are becoming more connected. This happens through international trade, technology, investment and the movement of goods and services. Globalisation gives businesses the opportunity to sell products in different countries and buy materials from suppliers around the world. However, it also means that businesses can be affected by problems happening in other countries.
Marks & Spencer (M&S) is one of the UK's well-known retailers. The company sells food, clothing, home products and beauty products. Although the UK is its main market, M&S also operates internationally and works with suppliers in countries such as China, India, Bangladesh, Türkiye and Vietnam (M&S, 2025a). In 2024/25, M&S had group sales of around £13.9 billion (M&S, 2025b).
This essay will look at three important global forces affecting M&S: artificial intelligence (AI), global supply chain problems caused by political tensions, and sustainability requirements. It will discuss the opportunities and challenges these changes create for M&S and how they affect its international business. PESTEL, Porter's Five Forces and the Value Chain will also be used to help analyse M&S.
Opportunities and Challenges
Artificial Intelligence (AI)
Technology is an important part of the PESTEL analysis because new technology can change how businesses operate. One of the biggest technological changes today is artificial intelligence.
AI can create many opportunities for M&S. One important benefit is that it can help the company understand what customers want. AI can study information such as previous sales, customer behaviour, weather and shopping trends. This can help M&S predict which products customers are likely to buy.
This is especially useful for M&S's clothing business. Fashion trends can change quickly, so M&S needs to make sure it has the right products available at the right time. AI could help the company avoid ordering too much stock or running out of popular products. McKinsey & Company (2024a) explains that AI can improve different parts of retail, including marketing, customer service and distribution.
AI can also improve customers' shopping experience. For example, M&S can use customer information to recommend products and offers that match their interests. This can encourage customers to buy more and improve customer loyalty.
However, AI also creates challenges. New technology can be expensive because M&S needs to invest in computer systems, cybersecurity and employee training. Some workers may also worry that AI could replace their jobs.
There are also concerns about customer privacy and data security. M&S holds a large amount of customer and payment information. As the company becomes more digital, protecting this information becomes very important. M&S should therefore use AI to support employees rather than simply replacing them.
Global Supply Chain Problems
International trade is important to M&S because many of its products and materials come from other countries. M&S works with suppliers across Asia and other regions, including Bangladesh, China, India and Vietnam (M&S, 2025).Global sourcing has several benefits. It allows M&S to access different materials, skills and suppliers. It can also help the company reduce production costs. This shows one important reason why companies take part in international trade.
However, global supply chains also create risks. Political problems and conflicts in other countries can affect the movement of products.The Red Sea crisis is a good example. The Suez Canal and Red Sea are important shipping routes connecting Asia and Europe. Because of conflict in the region, many shipping companies changed their routes and travelled around Africa instead. UNCTAD (2024a) reported that Suez Canal shipping movements fell by around 42% from their peak during the disruption.
Travelling around Africa makes journeys longer and more expensive. UNCTAD (2024b) explains that travelling around the Cape of Good Hope can add around 12 days to a journey between Asia and Europe.This could affect M&S because many clothing products are sourced from Asian countries. If products arrive late, M&S could lose sales. For example, if summer clothes arrive towards the end of summer, customers may no longer want them.
PESTEL can be used to understand this problem because political factors such as wars and disagreements between countries can affect businesses. China-Taiwan tensions are another possible risk because China and Asia are important parts of global manufacturing. Porter's Five Forces can also be applied. Competition in UK retail is very high. M&S competes against supermarkets, fashion companies and online retailers. If shipping costs increase, M&S may need to increase prices. However, customers can easily choose another retailer if prices become too high.
Therefore, M&S needs to make its supply chain stronger and less dependent on particular countries and shipping routes.

Sustainability and the CSRD
Sustainability is becoming increasingly important for international businesses. Customers, governments and investors expect businesses to reduce their environmental impact and treat workers fairly. The EU Corporate Sustainability Reporting Directive (CSRD) is an example of stronger sustainability rules. Companies that come under the rules have to provide information about their environmental and social impact (European Commission, 2026).
These changes are important for multinational companies such as M&S because they operate internationally and have large supply chains. Businesses need to understand where their products come from, how much pollution they create and whether workers are treated fairly. M&S already has a sustainability programme called Plan A. The company's 2025 ESG Report showed that M&S had reduced its location-based Scope 1 and 2 greenhouse gas emissions by 33% compared with its 2016/17 starting point (M&S, 2025c).
M&S also reported that 100% of the cotton used in its clothing came from more responsible sources. Around 91% of polyester used across Fashion, Home & Beauty also came from verified recycled sources (M&S, 2025c). These actions can improve the reputation of M&S. Customers may prefer companies that are trying to protect the environment. Sustainability could therefore help M&S become more competitive.
However, sustainability can also be expensive. M&S needs to monitor suppliers, collect environmental information and invest in more sustainable materials and packaging. Suppliers may also need to spend money to meet M&S's standards. Therefore, sustainability creates both an opportunity and a challenge. It can improve the company's reputation and reduce waste in the long term, but it can increase costs in the short term.
Impact on M&S

AI, supply chain problems and sustainability are having an important impact on the way M&S operates.Firstly, these changes affect the company's market position. M&S has a strong reputation for quality and trust. Using sustainable materials and new technology could make this reputation stronger. For example, better online recommendations could improve customer experience, while responsible sourcing could attract customers who care about sustainability.
Secondly, these global forces affect innovation. AI can help M&S improve stock management, marketing and customer service. Sustainability can also encourage the company to develop environmentally friendly packaging and materials. Porter's Value Chain can help explain this. Porter (1985) argues that businesses can create competitive advantage through different activities within their value chain. For M&S, this includes suppliers, transportation, stores, marketing and customer service. Improving these areas could help M&S compete more successfully.
There is also an impact on employees and talent management. As M&S uses more AI and technology, employees will need new digital skills. Some jobs may change because computers can complete certain repetitive tasks. M&S should therefore provide training for existing employees. This can help workers develop skills in areas such as technology, data and sustainability.
M&S's recent financial results show that the company has been performing strongly. In 2024/25, group sales increased by 6.1%, while operating profit before adjusting items increased by 17.4% to £984.5 million (M&S, 2025b). However, international sales fell by 8.5% to £658 million (M&S, 2025b). This shows that although M&S is performing well overall, its international business still faces challenges.

Strategic Recommendations

There are several actions M&S could take to respond to these global changes. Firstly, M&S should continue investing in AI. The company should use AI to improve stock management, understand customer behaviour and predict possible supply chain problems. However, employees should receive training so that they understand how to use the technology properly. Secondly, M&S should reduce its dependence on individual countries and suppliers. The company could work with suppliers from different parts of the world. If there is a problem in one country, M&S would then have other options. 
M&S could also consider producing some products closer to the UK. This is known as nearshoring. It could reduce delivery times and make the supply chain more reliable. However, production costs may be higher, so M&S would need to carefully consider which products are suitable. Thirdly, M&S should continue developing its Plan A sustainability programme. The company should work closely with suppliers to reduce emissions, improve working conditions and use more sustainable materials. 
Finally, M&S should connect AI, sustainability and supply chain management. For example, technology could help M&S identify suppliers that have environmental problems or are located in areas with high political risk. This would help the company make better decisions.

Conclusion
In conclusion, globalisation has created both opportunities and challenges for M&S. It allows the company to work with suppliers around the world and access different products, materials and skills. However, it also means that M&S can be affected by events happening in other countries.
AI provides opportunities to improve customer service, stock management and decision-making. However, it also creates challenges involving costs, employee skills, cybersecurity and customer privacy. Global supply chain problems, such as the Red Sea disruption, can increase transport costs and cause delays. Sustainability requirements can also increase costs, but they give M&S the opportunity to improve its reputation and become a more responsible business.
 M&S should continue investing in AI, train its employees, use suppliers from different countries and continue improving its sustainability strategy. Overall, understanding changes in the global business environment is very important because it helps M&S prepare for risks, find new opportunities and remain competitive in the future.
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