
                                 Student name: Monica Iordan
                                 Student number:2130804
                                Module name: Research methods for business 
                                Module number: LCLM6004      
                               Assignment title: Business research proposal 


1. Identification of a Business Problem
Proposed Research Topic:
Balancing Cost Leadership and E-commerce Expansion: A Strategic Challenge for Costco Wholesale Corporation
The membership-based warehouse retail system which Costco Wholesale Corporation operates has achieved global success through its cost leadership approach and its strategy of providing a restricted product range and maintaining high inventory sales rates and building strong relationships with suppliers (Thompson et al., 2022). The company maintains its competitive edge through its efficient operations which result in minimal profit margins and its ability to buy products in bulk and its dedicated customer base who generate consistent income (Costco, 2023). The company faces a strategic challenge because digital retailing has grown rapidly and consumer buying patterns have changed.
Costco needs to find ways to grow its e-commerce operations while maintaining its original low-cost warehouse business model and value delivery system. E-commerce retailing creates higher costs for order fulfilment and logistics and packaging and last-mile delivery services which traditional warehouse retailing requires customers to come to physical locations and purchase items in large quantities. Costco faces a challenge because its operational model depends on maintaining thin profit margins which creates challenges for handling additional expenses that e-commerce delivery operations require (Hübner, Kuhn and Wollenburg, 2016).
Competitors such as Amazon and Walmart have expanded their omnichannel retailing operations which has increased pressure on Costco to strengthen its online distribution network. Industry data shows that consumers increasingly expect seamless online ordering, fast delivery, and flexible return policies (Verhoef, Kannan and Inman, 2015). Costco has supported its website and delivery partnership development, but its online business transformation progresses at a slower pace than its competitors. The organization uses this slow method to support its business needs which require strict financial control methods.
The first problem exists because multiple elements create challenges which need to be solved. E-commerce operations become more complicated because they require businesses to use advanced data analytics and connect inventory systems across multiple customer contact points and spend on delivery network development. The organization needs to develop its workforce and its cultural values to operate digital technologies and provide services through multiple customer contact points. The different shopping experiences between warehouse and online shopping create distinct customer satisfaction requirements which can change how customers view the brand. E-commerce packaging and delivery systems produce more carbon emissions than traditional bulk in-store shopping methods which creates mounting sustainability demands for businesses (Mangiaracina et al., 2015).
The problem possesses significant importance because it affects both Costco's long-term business strategy development and its financial results. Membership renewals account for most company’s profits which result in 90 percent renewals from core market customers (Costco, 2023). The company will lose members if its digital capabilities do not satisfy current customer requirements. Costco will lose its cost leadership advantage when it overspends on e-commerce infrastructure because that will decrease its profit margins.
The strategic management framework shows that organizations must balance their need for operational efficiency with their need for strategic adaptation. According to Porter (1980) companies that want to achieve cost leadership need to operate their business activities in a way that protects their competitive edge. Organisations need to create new products and develop their capabilities to meet market demands which keep changing (Teece, 2018). The company needs to find a way to apply digital transformation while maintaining its business model efficiency through structural elements.
 2. Research Aim, Objectives and Questions

Research Aim:
To examine how Costco can expand and optimise its e-commerce capabilities while maintaining its cost leadership strategy and operational efficiency.

Research Objectives:
	1.	To analyse the impact of e-commerce expansion on Costco’s cost structure and profit margins.
	2.	To evaluate customer expectations and satisfaction levels regarding Costco’s online and in-store channels.
	3.	To assess organisational and operational challenges associated with digital transformation.
	4.	To identify strategic options that balance digital growth with cost leadership.

Research Questions:
	1.	How does e-commerce expansion affect Costco’s traditional low-cost warehouse model?
	2.	What are customers’ expectations of Costco’s online services compared to competitors?
	3.	What operational and technological barriers limit effective digital integration?
	4.	Which strategic approaches can enable Costco to strengthen its digital presence without eroding its competitive advantage?

These objectives and questions align with the overall aim by focusing on cost, customer value, operational capability, and long-term strategic sustainability.

3. Critical Literature Review

Digital retailing experiences rapid growth which creates new competitive challenges for the entire global retail sector. Michael E. Porter (1980) explains that cost leadership strategy requires businesses to manage their expenses through all value chain processes to maintain their competitive edge. E-commerce expansion has brought higher operational difficulties and increased logistics expenses which now create obstacles for retailers who depend on their low-margin business operations. Research by Peter C. Verhoef and colleagues shows that contemporary consumers demand different shopping options which enable them to link online and physical store shopping experiences. Retailers need to invest their resources into digital platforms and data analytics and fulfilment systems because of this market change.

E-commerce operations require more expensive fulfilment and last-mile delivery services than traditional store-based retailing according to research studies that focus on retail supply chain management. David J. Teece and other scholars maintain that businesses must establish dynamic capabilities which enable them to modify their business strategies according to evolving market circumstances. Warehouse retailers face strategic challenges because they need to achieve two objectives which involve maintaining their operational efficiency and advancing their digital transformation efforts.

 4. Research Methodology and Design
The research will use a mixed-methods research design which combines both quantitative and qualitative research methods. The research requires mixed-methods design because it investigates three different aspects which include financial performance and operational efficiency and customer perceptions. The study will use quantitative data for measuring cost impacts and customer satisfaction evolution while qualitative data will provide deep insights into management views and organisational difficulties. The combination of both methods provides stronger research results which have real-world value for their findings.
Research Design
The study will use a sequential explanatory research design. The research team will first collect and analyse quantitative data to discover patterns and relationships. The research team will then collect qualitative data which will help them understand the context of their quantitative findings.
Data Collection Methods
  Quantitative Data:
The researchers will use an online survey to collect primary quantitative data from Costco members. The survey will assess customer satisfaction for online and in-store shopping experiences while measuring perceived value for money and digital usability and membership renewal likelihood. The Likert-scale questions will enable researchers to study how digital service quality affects customer loyalty through statistical methods.
The research will examine secondary quantitative data which includes Costco’s annual reports and financial statements and industry reports. The study will assess the financial impact of digital expansion through key indicators which include e-commerce revenue growth and operating margins and fulfilment costs.
The researchers plan to conduct semi-structured interviews with selected Costco managers who work in operations and supply chain and digital strategy areas. The interviews will investigate three main topics which include organizational difficulties and technology adoption problems and the methods used for making strategic choices. The research method provides researchers with operational flexibility which helps them achieve their research goals.
Sampling Strategy
The customer survey will use a stratified random sampling method to achieve balanced representation among different age groups and various membership categories. The research intends to collect approximately 200 responses which will generate enough data for statistical analysis yet remain achievable within the available study time.
The research team will use purposive sampling methods to choose 8 to 10 YouTube participants who possess necessary skills in digital operations and strategic planning. The research selects participants who made decisions about e-commerce growth to provide valuable insights.
Data analysis 
The researchers will analyse quantitative survey data through descriptive statistics which include mean and frequency and standard deviation and use inferential techniques to determine relationships between digital satisfaction and membership loyalty. The research team will conduct trend analysis on financial data to determine how e-commerce expansion affects business expenses.
In this research, interviews of a qualitative nature will be subject to thematic analysis, which would unmask such recurrent themes as operational complexity, cost-pressure, and capability development. Through the design and application of signal coding schemes, systematic analyses will get reinforced.
Ethical and Research Review Approvals
Any research project would be out of question without ethical considerations as the backbone of the project. All participants will be provided with an information sheet to explain the research's purpose, and consent shall be given freely. Participants will not be pressurised to take part in the study and can withdraw at any stage. Data anonymisation will be sought to serve participants' confidentiality; all the research findings will only be reported in aggregate form. The use of organisational data will qualify the statutory conditions laid out and will be taken up responsibly.
Reliability and Validity
The survey questions will embrace established measures with regard to customer service and satisfaction, assuring reliability. A pilot test will be carried out for smooth presentation and consistency. Triangulation, meaning that survey response findings are compared with financial data and interview guidelines-is another channel for enhancing the validity of the research. Credibility is further strengthened when using various types of data to offset personal bias.
Altogether, a mixed-method research design appears attractive and rather possibly provides a very systematic approach to examining how Costco can develop its e-commerce operations and yet retain its cost-leadership strategy.
4. Business relevance and practical implications
The present study is directly relevant to Costco's strategic decision-making as it addresses the critical tension between digital expansion and cost leadership. The study will provide evidence-based insights to prioritize investment and strategically align with the evaluation of financial, operational, and customer-related implications of e-commerce growth. Digital infrastructure, fulfilment models, and customer experience must be decisions made in this highly competitive retail environments though based on rigorous data rather than assumptions. (Verhoef, Kannan, & Inman, 2015).
Again, it should be noted that the study can aid in the selection of more suitably weighted strategies and sources of capital. The study presents an opportunity to equip management with insights into whether expanding into electronic commerce supports or whittles away Costco's cost advantage. Porter (1980) asserts that industrial efficiency is the shield that any low-cost leadership firm must embrace for the trench of competitive advantage. If one was to infer that some subplot of a digital dimension, so far, has merely added costs in the realm of past-mile deliveries without any corresponding stability or uptakes in improving customer retention, then one might envisage the opportunity to scale back or redesign the services. In contrast, for those digital investments that improve membership loyalty and the lifetime value for the customer, further expansion is warranted.
Secondly, this research will be used to provide the organization with some customer experience strategies. Understanding the perception of some members about online shopping at Costco compared to in-store might result in precise improvements. Lemon and Verhoef have established that it is looking after the whole journey of the customer and is crucial for building long-lasting loyalty. For example, show the survey findings and strong influence of digital convenience on younger members' intentions for renewal, and Costco could then decide to give a top priority to website usability, mobile leftover between the two, streaming options, while showing just barely looks to be in favour of the consistent price argument and reasonableness of the items, over those items' period of delivery. Not considering that it is better to concentrate on cost-effective digital improvements hence focuses on premium fulfilment services with this type of observation.
Third, the study may provide total operational direction concerning some omnichannel integration. Hübner, Kuhn, Wollenburg (2016) claim that last-mile logistics build up a lot of costs in e-Commerce. In the view of this finding, Costco can contemplate the engagements-at least partially for hybrid Jeep models, such as click-and-collect, limited-delivery zones, or tie with third-party logistics providers, thereby reducing the fixed-infrastructure cost. Customarily, data analytics allowed this capacity to be developed enhanced for strengthened demand forecasting and inventory concepts among online and warehouse channels, according to the dynamic capability’s theory (Teece, 2018).
Further, the study could serve as a backdrop for developing a sustainability strategy. For example, if evidence indicates that online fulfilment causes an increase in packaging waste or the emission of a considerable amount of transport, Costco might decide to throw a cap of innovation; it may relate to sustainable packaging solutions or consolidated delivery scheduling. Mangiaracina at el. (2015) insists that the environmental effects within B2C e-commerce lay the ground for a good reputation and reduce costs through sustainable logistics.
Strategically, these results might set out to draw a balanced road map into Date. To derive innovation from one's distinct warehouse strengths as their price advantage will only be observed by introducing online bulk companions for their exclusive mark, in box design or member-only digital promotions. This would conform to the Porter (1980). competitive advantage theory arguing that strategic coherence in progressive positioning determines fortune.
This thesis will have a significant impact on applied business research in the context of demonstrating how theoretical frames are transferred into genuine managerial problems. An academic concept would support a practical decision-making process if it is related to competitive strategy founded in all that is practical, dynamic-capabilities theories at that point, alongside omni-channel retailing. The bringing together of financial metrics, customer data, and qualitative managerial insights shows the power and strategy of evidence triangulation in solving complex business issues.
In totality, the findings contribute to the organizations and academia. Costco receives a focus to balance innovation within efficiency in response, while at the same time it gives all to a higher-level perspective considering how cost-driven retailers could attain a digital transformation while strengthening their principal advantage.
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