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[bookmark: _Toc234157730]1.1 Background of the Business Problem
Tesco plc is the largest grocery retailer in the United Kingdom, operating a multi-format store network alongside a substantial online and delivery business. In December 2025, Tesco announced a three-year strategic partnership with the French artificial intelligence (AI) provider Mistral AI, establishing a joint “AI lab” in which internal technology teams and external AI engineers co-develop generative AI tools intended to support colleagues, streamline internal processes and personalise the customer experience, particularly through the Clubcard loyalty programme (Klark App, 2025). This initiative sits within a wider programme of technology investment: Tesco has deployed AI-enabled supply chain visibility platforms to improve stock accuracy and container tracking (Procurement Magazine, 2024), opened a semi-automated fresh food distribution centre, and reported that automation and AI investment contributed to first-half sales growth of over five per cent (Retail Technology Innovation Hub, 2025). Annual ICT spending has been estimated at around two billion US dollars, with AI, big data, cloud computing and robotics identified as central technological themes (GlobalData, 2024).
Despite this scale of investment, the success of AI adoption within a large, geographically dispersed retail workforce cannot be assumed simply because the technology is deployed. A growing body of research indicates that employees frequently resist mandatory technology adoption even when it demonstrably improves organisational performance, because resistance is driven as much by functional concerns (perceived usefulness, complexity, risk) and psychological concerns (disruption of tradition, self-image) as by the technical quality of the system itself (Ram and Sheth, 1989; Wolfe et al., 2025). Where AI adoption is mandated rather than voluntary, as is typically the case in large retail organisations, employee acceptance and behaviour can differ substantially from the assumptions embedded in conventional technology acceptance models. This underlines the importance of assessing organisational readiness for change – the extent to which staff are both willing and collectively able to implement a new way of working – rather than assuming readiness follows automatically from a signed technology partnership (Weiner, 2020).
For Tesco, the rapid expansion of generative AI tools into colleague workflows, demand forecasting and customer-facing interactions raises unresolved organisational questions: do frontline colleagues and store or regional managers perceive these tools as empowering or threatening; what organisational conditions (training, communication, managerial support) enable effective adoption; and where do gaps exist between corporate ambition and operational reality? Without an evidence-based understanding of workforce readiness and adoption barriers, a substantial technology investment risks under-delivering on its intended commercial and operational benefits – a risk reported across the wider retail and service sectors, where poor employee engagement with new technology has been linked to job dissatisfaction and even counterproductive workplace behaviour (Verma et al., 2025).
This problem is significant for Tesco for three reasons. First, the financial scale of the investment means that adoption failures carry direct commercial cost. Second, competitive pressure is intensifying, with rival UK grocers such as Sainsbury’s pursuing comparable AI partnerships (Klark App, 2025), making effective implementation a matter of competitive positioning rather than simple efficiency; industry-wide surveys similarly suggest that leadership readiness, more than employee resistance itself, is the binding constraint on realising AI’s benefits (McKinsey & Company, 2025a). Third, because colleagues are the primary interface between Tesco’s AI systems and its customers, employee attitudes toward these tools are likely to influence service quality, customer trust and, ultimately, engagement with loyalty schemes such as Clubcard. Understanding the human and organisational dimensions of AI adoption is therefore directly relevant to Tesco’s strategic performance, not merely a secondary human resources concern.

[bookmark: _Toc234157731]1.2 Research Aim, Objectives and Questions
Research Aim: To investigate the organisational and employee-related factors that influence the adoption of AI technologies within Tesco’s retail operations, and to identify practical measures that could improve implementation outcomes.
Research Objectives:
1.  To identify the principal functional and psychological barriers affecting employee acceptance of AI-enabled tools within Tesco’s operations.
2.  To examine how performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions shape employee attitudes toward AI adoption.
3.  To evaluate managerial perspectives on the practical and organisational challenges of embedding AI within existing retail processes.
4.  To develop evidence-based recommendations to strengthen the effectiveness of Tesco’s AI implementation strategy.
Research Questions:
RQ1: What are the main barriers perceived by Tesco employees regarding the adoption of AI-enabled tools in their daily work?
RQ2: How do organisational support structures influence employee willingness to engage with AI technologies?
RQ3: What differences, if any, exist between frontline employee and managerial perceptions of AI adoption challenges?
RQ4: What strategic and operational recommendations can be derived from these findings to support more effective AI adoption at Tesco?
These objectives and questions are aligned: each objective corresponds directly to a research question, and together they are designed to produce findings with clear practical application to Tesco’s AI implementation strategy, rather than purely descriptive observations.
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[bookmark: _Toc234157733]2.1 Barriers to AI Adoption in Retail
The literature on AI adoption in retail enterprises identifies a consistent set of barriers, commonly grouped as technological, organisational and socio-ethical. Technological barriers include integration with legacy systems and data quality issues; organisational barriers include limited strategic vision, skills gaps and cost of investment; socio-ethical barriers include data privacy concerns, algorithmic bias and employee anxiety about job security (Cui et al., 2025). This ethical dimension is not limited to employees: retail-specific research finds that consumers frequently perceive AI-driven decisions as opaque and inconsistently fair, and that transparency about how data is collected and used is a precondition for sustained trust in AI-enabled retail operations (Adanyin, 2024), a consideration equally relevant to how Tesco communicates its AI use to colleagues as to customers. Industry-level evidence reinforces this picture: surveys of organisational AI maturity suggest that a large proportion of firms lack a coherent AI strategy linking technology investment to workforce readiness, a gap that is particularly consequential in sectors such as retail where real-time operational data and customer-facing interactions leave little room for implementation failure.
[bookmark: _Toc234157734]2.2 Innovation Resistance Theory

A useful theoretical lens for understanding employee-level resistance is Innovation Resistance Theory (IRT), which proposes that resistance to new technology arises from functional barriers (usage, value, risk) and psychological barriers (tradition, image) (Ram and Sheth, 1989). Although originally developed for consumer contexts, IRT has been extended to workplace technology adoption, and recent applications to AI specifically show that these barriers can directly increase job dissatisfaction among employees subject to mandatory adoption, which in turn shapes how employees behave toward the technology and toward the organisation (Verma et al., 2025). This is an important corrective to research that treats resistance purely as a temporary transitional problem: in mandatory adoption contexts typical of large retailers, resistance can persist and generate negative organisational outcomes if left unaddressed.
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The Unified Theory of Acceptance and Use of Technology (UTAUT) remains the dominant framework for explaining individual technology adoption, proposing that behavioural intention to use a new system is shaped by performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions (Venkatesh et al., 2003). However, recent scholarship argues that UTAUT, developed for deterministic software systems, requires extension to account for the probabilistic and opaque nature of AI: factors such as trust, transparency, anxiety and perceived autonomy have been shown to meaningfully add to the model’s explanatory power in AI-specific contexts (Wolfe et al., 2025). This suggests that a study of Tesco’s AI adoption should not rely on a purely traditional UTAUT framework, but should incorporate these AI-specific extensions, particularly given that generative AI tools of the kind Tesco is deploying involve a degree of unpredictability that earlier workplace software did not.
[bookmark: _Toc234157736]2.4 The Dual-Edged Nature of AI Adoption

A further relevant strand of literature examines the dual-edged nature of AI adoption for employees: while AI can reduce routine workload and support decision-making, it can also generate task uncertainty and, in some cases, constrain rather than enable innovative employee behaviour, depending on organisational conditions such as job design and managerial support (Wang and Long, 2025). This ambidextrous effect suggests that the outcome of Tesco’s AI investment is not fixed by the technology itself, but is contingent on how implementation is managed. Broader workforce surveys similarly report that employees are often more ready to engage with AI than leadership assumes, with leadership capability – rather than employee resistance – identified as the more significant barrier to successful adoption (McKinsey & Company, 2025a).
[bookmark: _Toc234157737]2.5 Summary and Research Gap

Taken together, the literature demonstrates robust theoretical grounding for studying AI adoption barriers (IRT, UTAUT and its AI-specific extensions) and consistent empirical evidence that organisational and managerial factors, rather than technology performance alone, determine adoption outcomes. However, a clear gap remains: existing empirical studies are concentrated in sectors such as healthcare, financial services, human resources and manufacturing, or in single-country contexts outside the United Kingdom, with comparatively little published research examining employee and managerial perceptions of AI adoption within large UK grocery retailers specifically. Given Tesco’s scale and its recent, well-publicised generative AI investment, this represents both a timely and an under-researched context, which this proposed study is designed to address.
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[bookmark: _Toc234157739]3.1 Research Philosophy and Design

This study will adopt a pragmatist research philosophy, which is appropriate where the aim is to produce practically useful knowledge rather than to test a single theoretical position in isolation (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). A mixed-methods design is proposed, combining quantitative and qualitative data within an explanatory sequential structure: a quantitative survey phase will be followed by a qualitative interview phase used to explain and contextualise the statistical findings. This design is justified because the research questions require both measurable, generalisable patterns of employee attitudes (best captured through a structured survey instrument) and richer, contextual explanation of managerial perspectives and organisational conditions (best captured through interviews), which neither method alone would adequately provide.
[bookmark: _Toc234157740]3.2 Phase 1: Quantitative Survey

Phase 1 (quantitative) will use a structured, self-completion questionnaire distributed to Tesco employees across a sample of stores and/or a distribution centre. Items will be adapted from established UTAUT constructs – performance expectancy, effort expectancy, social influence and facilitating conditions – supplemented with items addressing trust and anxiety identified in AI-specific extensions of the model (Wolfe et al., 2025), measured using multi-point Likert scales. A target sample of approximately 150–200 completed responses is proposed to support basic inferential analysis (e.g., correlation and regression) linking these constructs to reported willingness to use AI tools.
[bookmark: _Toc234157741]3.3 Phase 2: Qualitative Interviews

Phase 2 (qualitative) will involve approximately 8–10 semi-structured interviews with store or department managers, selected to represent a range of roles and levels of AI exposure. Interviews will explore how managers interpret the survey findings, what organisational barriers they observe in practice, and what support mechanisms they believe are required. Interview data will be analysed using thematic analysis, following the established six-phase process of familiarisation, coding, and theme development, which allows patterns to be identified inductively while remaining informed by the theoretical framework established in the literature review (Braun and Clarke, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc234157742]3.4 Sampling and Data Quality

Sampling will necessarily be non-probability in nature: convenience or purposive sampling of accessible stores/departments is proposed, given the practical constraints of accessing a large organisation as a student researcher. This limitation will be acknowledged explicitly, and findings will be presented as indicative rather than statistically representative of the entire Tesco workforce. Data reliability will be supported by piloting the questionnaire with a small group prior to full distribution, and validity will be strengthened through methodological triangulation between the quantitative and qualitative phases.
[bookmark: _Toc234157743]3.5 Research Ethics

Research ethics will follow standard university procedures: participation will be voluntary and based on informed consent, responses will be anonymised, participants will retain the right to withdraw at any stage prior to analysis, and all data will be stored and processed in compliance with UK data protection legislation. Ethical approval will be sought prior to any data collection, and, where access to Tesco employees requires organisational permission, this will be secured through an appropriate gatekeeper before fieldwork begins.
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[bookmark: _Toc234157745]4.1 Practical Value for Tesco

This research is designed to produce findings with direct practical value for Tesco. By identifying specific barriers and the organisational conditions that mitigate them, the study could inform targeted change-management measures – for example, tailored training programmes, clearer internal communication about how AI tools are intended to support rather than replace colleagues, and phased rather than uniform rollout across different store formats and colleague groups. This is consistent with evidence that organisations achieving the greatest value from generative AI are those that deliberately invest in trust-building activities alongside the technology itself, rather than treating employee adoption as a secondary concern (McKinsey & Company, 2025b). Such measures could improve the return on Tesco’s substantial AI investment and support the continued scaling of its partnership with Mistral AI.
[bookmark: _Toc234157746]4.2 Broader Academic and Industry Contribution

More broadly, the findings could contribute to strategic decision-making around workforce readiness assessments prior to future technology rollouts, and could offer a transferable framework that other UK grocery retailers facing similar AI adoption decisions could draw upon. Academically, the study addresses a clear gap in the literature by applying and extending established technology acceptance and innovation resistance frameworks to a large-scale UK retail context that has, to date, received limited empirical attention.
[bookmark: _Toc234157747]4.3 Personal and Professional Development

Finally, undertaking this research proposal has value for my own development as a junior analyst: it requires me to define a real, complex business problem, critically evaluate competing theoretical explanations, design a methodologically sound and ethically appropriate research plan, and connect academic analysis to practical business recommendations – skills that are directly transferable to future research, consultancy and managerial roles.


[bookmark: _Toc234157748]5 Conclusion

This proposal has set out a case for investigating the organisational and employee-related barriers to AI adoption within Tesco’s retail operations, in a context where rapid technology investment through the Mistral AI partnership is not yet matched by evidence on how frontline colleagues and managers actually experience these tools. Grounded in Innovation Resistance Theory and an AI-extended UTAUT framework, the study is designed to move beyond assumptions of automatic acceptance and instead generate empirical insight into what drives resistance and what organisational conditions enable successful adoption. The proposed mixed-methods design, combining a structured colleague survey with manager interviews, is intended to produce findings that are both academically grounded and practically actionable, addressing a clear gap in the literature on AI adoption within large UK grocery retailers. Ultimately, should this proposal be approved, the resulting study would offer Tesco evidence-based recommendations to strengthen the effectiveness, trust and return on its ongoing AI investment, while also providing valuable experience in designing and justifying a rigorous, real-world business research project.
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