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[bookmark: _Toc216190412]DISSERTATION 
[bookmark: _Toc216190413]CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION
[bookmark: _Toc216190414]Background to the Study
Ethical branding has become an increasingly influential component of corporate strategy, particularly within competitive and consumer-driven sectors such as UK retail. Ethical branding involves communicating organisational values associated with sustainability, transparency, and social responsibility, with the aim of enhancing consumer trust and loyalty. Research suggests that consumers increasingly expect businesses to demonstrate genuine ethical commitments, and ethical branding can positively influence purchasing decisions when perceived as authentic (Pomering and Dolnicar, 2009). However, as sustainability messaging becomes more widespread, concerns have grown about misleading or exaggerated claims—commonly referred to as greenwashing. Greenwashing involves creating an impression of environmental responsibility that does not fully reflect organisational practices, and scholars argue that such inconsistencies can generate significant consumer scepticism and reputational damage (Laufer, 2003).
Tesco represents an especially relevant case within this context. As the UK’s largest supermarket chain, Tesco actively promotes sustainability initiatives such as carbon reduction, waste minimisation, and ethical sourcing, as outlined in its most recent ESG Report (Tesco, 2025). The company frequently positions itself as a leader in responsible retailing through its ethical branding and public communication, particularly through its strategic sustainability framework, the Little Helps Plan (Tesco Plc, 2021). Despite these claims, independent evaluations have highlighted several areas of concern. For example, Ethical Consumer (2025) identifies gaps in Tesco’s environmental reporting and supply-chain transparency, indicating that not all sustainability claims are fully supported by evidence. Further scrutiny from watchdog organisations regarding product-level and marketing claims contributes to the contested nature of Tesco’s ethical image. This contrast between Tesco’s promotional messaging and third-party evaluations underpins the relevance of the present study.
Consumer perceptions are central to understanding how ethical branding is interpreted and whether it successfully builds credibility. Brand trust theory emphasises that long-term customer relationships depend heavily on perceived honesty, reliability, and alignment between stated values and actual behaviour (Chaudhuri and Holbrook, 2001). When allegations of greenwashing emerge, these perceptions can be disrupted, potentially weakening consumer confidence and shaping purchasing behaviour. As ethically conscious consumers become more attentive to sustainability claims, the implications of misleading or inconsistent communication become more significant, making Tesco an important context for examining the effectiveness of ethical branding and the consequences of greenwashing.
[bookmark: _Toc216190415]Problem Statement
Although Tesco publicly positions itself as a leader in sustainability, independent assessments highlight potential inconsistencies between its ethical branding and its operational practices. These discrepancies raise concerns about the authenticity of Tesco’s sustainability messaging and contribute to ongoing debates surrounding greenwashing. While greenwashing has been widely discussed in other sectors, there is limited academic understanding of how supermarket customers interpret these inconsistencies, particularly within a large and influential organisation such as Tesco. The core problem addressed in this dissertation is the gap between Tesco’s communicated sustainability commitments and how consumers perceive the credibility of those claims. Allegations of greenwashing may influence levels of trust, shape consumer evaluations of Tesco’s ethical identity, and affect purchasing decisions among customers who prioritise ethical considerations. Understanding how consumers interpret Tesco’s ethical branding, and how they respond to concerns about credibility, is therefore essential for assessing the effectiveness and impact of Tesco’s sustainability communication strategies.
[bookmark: _Toc216190416]Research Aim and Objectives
The overarching aim of this research is to examine the extent to which Tesco’s ethical branding initiatives align with its business practices, with particular focus on greenwashing allegations and their impact on consumer trust and brand reputation.
To achieve this aim, the study pursues the following objectives:
· To investigate Tesco’s publicly communicated environmental and ethical branding claims.
· To identify specific instances in which Tesco has been accused of greenwashing.
· To assess consumer attitudes towards Tesco’s ethical image.
· To examine the impact of greenwashing allegations on consumer trust and brand perception.
[bookmark: _Toc216190417]Research Questions
This research is guided by four primary questions:
1. What are the key elements of Tesco’s ethical branding and sustainability initiatives in the UK?
2. How has Tesco been accused of greenwashing, and which organisations or groups have raised these concerns?
3. How do consumers perceive Tesco’s ethical branding and sustainability messages?
4. What are the consequences of greenwashing allegations for Tesco’s brand image and consumer trust?
[bookmark: _Toc216190418]Significance of the Study
Understanding how consumers interpret ethical branding within the supermarket sector is important for both academic and practical reasons. From an academic perspective, this research contributes to a relatively underexplored area. While ethical branding and greenwashing have been widely examined in industries such as fashion, cosmetics, and energy, considerably less attention has been given to how these issues unfold in grocery retail, despite its scale and environmental impact. By examining perceptions of Tesco’s sustainability messaging, the study expands existing literature by providing insight into how consumers evaluate ethical claims within a high-frequency purchasing context.
From a practical standpoint, the research offers value to industry practitioners and policymakers. As supermarkets increasingly rely on sustainability messaging to differentiate themselves, understanding how consumers assess the credibility of these claims is essential for maintaining trust and avoiding reputational harm. Insights from this study may assist organisations such as Tesco in strengthening the transparency and consistency of their ethical communication, particularly in areas where consumers expect greater accountability. Moreover, the findings may inform regulatory discussions by highlighting the challenges consumers face in interpreting sustainability claims and the potential need for clearer guidance, monitoring, or standardised reporting practices.
By examining consumer responses to greenwashing allegations, the study provides evidence that can support more responsible branding strategies and contribute to broader efforts aimed at promoting authenticity and reducing misleading environmental communication within the UK supermarket sector.
[bookmark: _Toc216190419]Structure of the Dissertation
This dissertation is organised into five chapters. Chapter 1 introduces the topic, defines the core problem, and presents the research aim, objectives, and questions. Chapter 2 provides a critical literature review on ethical branding, corporate social responsibility, stakeholder theory, and greenwashing. Chapter 3 outlines the methodology, including the qualitative case study approach, data collection methods, sampling strategy, and ethical procedures. Chapter 4 presents and analyses research findings from primary interviews and secondary documents, linking consumer perceptions with existing theoretical frameworks. Chapter 5 concludes the study, provides recommendations for Tesco and industry stakeholders, identifies limitations, and presents directions for future research.
[bookmark: _Toc216190420]CHAPTER 2: LITERATURE REVIEW
[bookmark: _Toc216190421]Ethical Branding: Definitions and Key Principles
Ethical branding has become an increasingly important aspect of corporate strategy, particularly in sectors where consumers express heightened expectations regarding sustainability and social responsibility. Ethical branding refers to the communication of organisational values, environmental commitments, and ethical standards in ways intended to resonate with socially conscious consumers. Pomering and Dolnicar (2009) argue that effective ethical branding goes beyond promotional messaging and requires the integration of ethical considerations into organisational behaviour. When grounded in substantive practice, ethical branding can strengthen organisational identity, build trust, and contribute to long-term brand value. These benefits are especially relevant in contemporary markets where a growing proportion of consumers seek to align their purchases with ethical preferences.
The evolution of ethical branding mirrors broader developments in corporate responsibility. Crane et al. (2019) highlight that increasing public awareness of climate change, labour rights, and resource pressures has intensified expectations for organisational transparency. Ethical branding therefore functions not only as a communication tool but also as a mechanism through which organisations attempt to demonstrate alignment with stakeholder values. By emphasising principles such as fairness, environmental stewardship, and community engagement, companies often use ethical branding to differentiate themselves in markets characterised by limited product variation. However, scholars note that ethical branding can also serve strategic purposes, enabling organisations to cultivate a positive image even when underlying practices remain unchanged.
Despite its potential, ethical branding is not without challenges. Schlegelmilch and Öberseder (2010) argue that the credibility of ethical branding depends on consistency between communicated values and verifiable organisational performance. When discrepancies arise—such as overstated achievements or selective disclosure—stakeholders may perceive ethical claims as insincere. This risk is heightened in industries like retail, where supply chains are complex and environmental impacts difficult to fully monitor. Consumers increasingly rely on watchdog reports and third-party evaluations to scrutinise corporate claims, meaning inconsistencies can quickly erode trust.
Within the retail sector, ethical branding is further complicated by operational realities such as packaging waste, supplier practices, and the environmental footprint of large-scale logistics. Retailers may highlight specific sustainability initiatives, but these often represent only a fraction of their overall impact. For companies such as Tesco, the effectiveness of ethical branding depends on the degree to which sustainability claims reflect demonstrable progress, as evidenced in Tesco’s reporting on carbon reductions, plastics, food waste, and responsible sourcing (Tesco, 2025).This underscores the need for transparency and measurable evidence if ethical branding is to maintain credibility among increasingly critical consumers.
[bookmark: _Toc216190422]Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) Theory
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) provides a key theoretical foundation for understanding how organisations construct and justify the ethical claims embedded in their branding and communication. CSR is generally defined as the responsibility firms have to act in ways that benefit society beyond legal compliance and financial performance. Carroll’s (1999) widely cited CSR pyramid conceptualises these responsibilities across economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic dimensions, illustrating the multifaceted expectations placed on contemporary organisations. Ethical responsibilities within this framework relate directly to principles such as fairness, transparency, and accountability, all of which underpin credible ethical branding. This perspective suggests that CSR should reflect a genuine organisational commitment to responsible behaviour rather than a purely symbolic or promotional activity.
CSR has evolved significantly over time, shifting from a voluntary, peripheral practice to a central element of strategic management. Crane et al. (2019) argue that increasing public concern over climate change, working conditions, and sustainable resource use has heightened expectations for corporate accountability. As a result, many organisations integrate CSR into long-term planning and brand identity, particularly in sectors frequently criticised for environmental or social impacts. Retailers commonly adopt initiatives such as waste reduction, carbon reduction targets, and responsible sourcing strategies, and Tesco publicly reports progress on all three areas through its annual sustainability disclosures (Tesco, 2025).These initiatives are often used as evidence in ethical branding, enabling organisations to communicate their alignment with societal values. However, critics note that CSR adoption is sometimes driven more by reputational considerations than moral motivations, raising questions about the sincerity of corporate commitments.
A key point of debate in CSR theory concerns the distinction between substantive and symbolic action. Delmas and Burbano (2011) highlight that while substantive CSR involves meaningful operational changes, symbolic CSR focuses primarily on positive communication that may exaggerate or misrepresent organisational efforts. Symbolic CSR increases the risk of greenwashing, as organisations may rely on carefully crafted messaging that overstates their ethical performance. When stakeholders detect inconsistencies between CSR claims and observable behaviour, organisational credibility can deteriorate rapidly. This tension illustrates the extent to which CSR communication can become a vulnerability rather than an asset if not supported by demonstrable progress.
CSR also closely intersects with stakeholder theory. Freeman (1984) emphasises that organisations hold responsibilities toward diverse stakeholder groups, including consumers, suppliers, employees, and wider communities. CSR communication therefore functions as a means of addressing stakeholder expectations and demonstrating responsiveness to social and environmental concerns. However, Schlegelmilch and Öberseder (2010) argue that authenticity has become a central criterion through which stakeholders evaluate CSR, with third-party assessments frequently used to verify organisational claims. In Tesco’s case, evaluations by Ethical Consumer (2025) reveal mixed outcomes in areas such as supply-chain transparency and reporting clarity, suggesting that its CSR communication may not fully correspond with stakeholder expectations or industry standards, however, Tesco’s own sustainability reporting outlines several areas of progress, including packaging redesign, food redistribution and emissions reduction (TescoSe, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc216190423]Stakeholder Theory and Consumer Trust
Stakeholder Theory provides a useful foundation for understanding how organisations communicate their ethical commitments and how consumers interpret the credibility of these messages. Freeman (1984) argues that organisations are accountable to a diverse network of stakeholders whose interests must be considered in strategic decision-making, including shareholders, employees, suppliers, communities, and consumers. From this perspective, ethical branding becomes a mechanism through which organisations signal that they recognise these wider responsibilities. By emphasising sustainability, fairness, and responsible conduct, companies attempt to demonstrate alignment with stakeholder expectations and present themselves as attentive to societal concerns.
Consumer trust is central to how ethical branding is evaluated. Schlegelmilch and Öberseder (2010) highlight that consumers increasingly assess brands not only on functional attributes but also on their ethical and environmental performance. As awareness of sustainability issues grows, consumers expect organisations to substantiate ethical claims with clear, verifiable evidence. Ethical branding therefore serves both as a communication strategy and as a signal of organisational integrity, yet its effectiveness depends heavily on the perceived authenticity of the claims being made. When ethical narratives appear overstated or vague, consumers may question whether the organisation is genuinely committed to responsible behaviour.
Trust becomes particularly vulnerable when inconsistencies emerge between organisational communication and observable practice. Delmas and Burbano (2011) argue that symbolic CSR—where organisations focus on promoting ethical achievements while implementing limited substantive change—creates a credibility gap that undermines stakeholder confidence. This gap is amplified by independent evaluations, watchdog reports, and media scrutiny, which offer alternative assessments of organisational performance and enable stakeholders to challenge corporate claims more effectively. As a result, consumers increasingly rely on external sources to verify whether ethical branding reflects genuine progress or selective communication.
Greenwashing poses a significant threat to stakeholder trust because it directly challenges the credibility of ethical claims. Lyon et al. (2015) note that once consumers perceive an organisation as engaging in misleading sustainability communication, the resulting decline in trust can be substantial and persistent, extending beyond environmental issues to broader perceptions of corporate integrity. In Tesco’s case, independent evaluations such as those by Ethical Consumer (2025) highlight concerns regarding the consistency of its sustainability messaging. These assessments shape how stakeholders interpret Tesco’s ethical branding and influence the degree to which consumers view the company as credible and aligned with their ethical expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc216190424]Greenwashing: Definitions, Types, and Motivations
Greenwashing refers to the practice of presenting misleading, exaggerated, or unsubstantiated claims about an organisation’s environmental performance in order to appear more sustainable than is justified by its operations. Laufer (2003) defines greenwashing as a form of deceptive communication that enables companies to cultivate an environmentally responsible image without implementing meaningful improvements. As sustainability becomes increasingly important to consumers, regulators, and investors, greenwashing has attracted considerable academic attention. It is particularly relevant in sectors where environmental impacts are substantial and highly visible, such as retail and consumer goods, where organisations routinely promote sustainability as part of their brand identity.
Greenwashing is widely recognised as a multifaceted and nuanced phenomenon. Lyon et al. (2015) argue that it exists along a continuum ranging from vague or selective communication to deliberate deception. At the less severe end, organisations may employ broad, undefined terms such as “green,” “eco-friendly,” or “planet-friendly” without providing measurable evidence to substantiate these claims. More advanced forms involve overstating achievements, omitting negative information, or highlighting sustainability initiatives that represent only a minor proportion of overall environmental impact. Greenwashing may also be communicated through visual cues such as nature imagery, green colour palettes, or packaging design elements that imply environmental benefits without genuine justification. These practices highlight how greenwashing can function through both textual claims and symbolic branding strategies.
The motivations driving greenwashing are complex and often rooted in competitive pressures and stakeholder expectations. Delmas and Burbano (2011) distinguish between substantive and symbolic environmental actions, arguing that organisations may employ symbolic communication when lacking the capacity or willingness to implement genuine improvements. In competitive markets, companies may highlight isolated sustainability achievements as a means of differentiation, even when these achievements do not reflect significant progress. Crane et al. (2019) observe that rising consumer demand for ethical products has created market incentives for organisations to appear environmentally responsible, increasing the temptation to exaggerate claims. Greenwashing may therefore arise not only from intentional deception but also from attempts to meet stakeholder expectations with limited resources or incomplete information.
The consequences of greenwashing for consumer trust and organisational credibility can be substantial. Schlegelmilch and Öberseder (2010) argue that once inconsistencies are exposed, mistrust can extend beyond environmental issues to broader perceptions of corporate reliability and integrity. Independent evaluations, watchdog investigations, and third-party reports play a crucial role in identifying discrepancies between communication and performance. In Tesco’s case, reviews by Ethical Consumer (2025) have highlighted inconsistencies in sustainability reporting, which can shape stakeholder perceptions and raise concerns about the credibility of Tesco’s ethical branding. These issues underscore the importance of examining greenwashing within the broader analysis of how consumers interpret ethical communication in the retail sector.
[bookmark: _Toc216190425]Ethical Branding and Greenwashing in the Retail Sector
The retail sector provides a particularly relevant context for examining the intersection between ethical branding and greenwashing due to the scale, visibility, and operational complexity of supermarket organisations. Retailers operate extensive supply chains that involve producers, manufacturers, logistics providers, and packaging suppliers, creating challenges in maintaining consistent ethical and environmental standards across diverse product categories. At the same time, supermarkets face mounting pressure from consumers, NGOs, and advocacy groups to demonstrate leadership on issues such as plastic reduction, food waste, carbon emissions, and responsible sourcing. Crane et al. (2019) note that ethical narratives have become an important differentiating factor in competitive retail markets where product offerings are relatively similar and brand identity strongly influences consumer preferences.
As ethical branding becomes more prominent in retail communication, the risk of greenwashing increases. Retailers may highlight limited sustainability achievements while downplaying broader environmental challenges, thereby creating an overly favourable impression of their performance. Checking Out on Plastics III CONTENTS (2021) reports that UK supermarkets frequently rely on broad sustainability slogans, selective disclosure, and marketing campaigns that do not always present a full picture of their environmental impact. Such practices can contribute to an inflated ethical image that is not fully supported by operational behaviour. When ethical branding is used strategically without corresponding measurable action, greenwashing becomes a concern that can undermine consumer confidence and weaken trust in organisational claims.
Independent evaluations and watchdog assessments are essential for scrutinising the accuracy of sustainability messaging within the retail sector. Ethical Consumer (2025), for instance, identifies inconsistencies in how major UK retailers— including Tesco—address issues such as supply-chain transparency, environmental reporting, and labour conditions. These assessments provide stakeholders with alternative sources of information that may challenge corporate narratives and highlight gaps between communicated commitments and verified outcomes. As consumers increasingly rely on third-party evaluations, discrepancies identified through these assessments can shape perceptions of organisational credibility.
Tesco’s prominent market position means its ethical branding receives considerable public attention. While Tesco promotes numerous sustainability initiatives, external evaluations reveal mixed results across several ethical and environmental dimensions. This contrast underscores the importance of examining how ethical branding aligns with demonstrable behaviour and whether Tesco’s sustainability commitments reflect genuine leadership or risk being perceived as part of broader greenwashing tendencies within the retail industry.
[bookmark: _Toc216190426]Gaps in Existing Literature and Conceptual Positioning
Although greenwashing has been widely examined in sectors such as fashion, energy and fast-moving consumer goods, comparatively little research has focused on its implications within UK supermarket chains. This gap is notable given that supermarkets operate extensive supply networks, generate significant environmental impacts and communicate ethical commitments through high-visibility campaigns. Existing literature tends to prioritise assessments of sustainability performance, corporate disclosures and environmental reporting, while giving limited attention to how consumers interpret the credibility of these claims. As a result, there is insufficient understanding of the relationship between ethical branding, perceived authenticity and consumer trust within the retail sector.
This study addresses the gap by examining consumer perceptions of Tesco’s ethical branding and exploring how allegations of greenwashing shape stakeholder trust. By integrating primary interview data with insights from independent evaluations and sustainability documents, the research contributes a more nuanced understanding of how consumers assess the alignment between organisational messaging and demonstrated behaviour. The study is conceptually positioned at the intersection of CSR theory, stakeholder theory, and greenwashing research, which together form the basis for the conceptual framework used throughout the analysis:
CSR commitments → Ethical branding signals → Consumer interpretation → Trust or Scepticism → Greenwashing risk
This framework guides the investigation and highlights where consumer perceptions play a critical role in determining the credibility of supermarket sustainability claims. Figure 1 below illustrates the conceptual relationships underpinning the study.
[image: ]
Figure 1 Conceptual Framework of the Study - based on CSR theory, Stakeholder Theory and Greenwashing Literature.
[bookmark: _Toc216190427]CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY
[bookmark: _Toc216190428]Research Design
This study adopts a qualitative research design to explore consumer perceptions of Tesco’s ethical branding and greenwashing allegations. A qualitative approach is appropriate because the research aims to understand attitudes, interpretations, and experiences rather than measure numerical trends. Saunders et al. (2019) emphasise that qualitative methods enable researchers to investigate complex social phenomena by capturing participants’ perspectives in depth. Ethical branding and greenwashing are inherently interpretive concepts, shaped by individual beliefs, values, and levels of awareness; therefore, a qualitative design offers the flexibility required to explore how consumers construct meaning around these issues in their own words.
The research is grounded in an interpretivist philosophical stance, which assumes that social reality is subjective and constructed through individual experience. This aligns with the aim of examining personal interpretations of Tesco’s sustainability claims, as different consumers may understand and evaluate these claims in varying ways. By adopting an interpretivist position, the study acknowledges that multiple realities can exist simultaneously, shaped by differing consumer expectations and ethical priorities. The approach is particularly suitable for exploring contested concepts such as greenwashing, where perceptions often differ significantly across individuals.
An exploratory research purpose further supports this design, as the goal is not to test predetermined hypotheses but to generate insights into consumer reasoning and awareness. Exploratory research is valuable when existing literature highlights a gap—in this case, limited understanding of how UK supermarket customers interpret ethical branding and respond to greenwashing concerns. The qualitative design therefore provides a strong foundation for developing nuanced insights that can inform both academic understanding and practical implications for organisational communication.
[bookmark: _Toc216190429]Research Strategy and Case Study Justification
A case study strategy was chosen to provide a focused examination of Tesco as a single organisation. According to Cohen (2018), case studies enable researchers to investigate real-world contexts in depth, making them particularly useful for topics where organisational behaviour, stakeholder perspectives, and public perceptions intersect. For this dissertation, the case is defined specifically as Tesco’s ethical branding and sustainability communication within the UK market, with particular attention to public-facing claims made between 2020 and 2025. This timeframe reflects recent developments in corporate sustainability reporting and increased consumer scrutiny. Tesco represents a compelling case because of its strong brand presence, its highly publicised sustainability commitments, and the scrutiny it has faced from consumer groups and watchdog organisations. Analysing Tesco through a case-based lens allows for a detailed evaluation of how ethical branding aligns with operational practices and how consumers respond to contested sustainability claims.
[bookmark: _Toc216190430]Data Collection Method: Semi-Structured Interviews
Semi-structured interviews were used as the primary method of data collection. This approach offers a balance between structure and flexibility, allowing participants to express their views freely while ensuring that key topics aligned with the research objectives were covered consistently. Brinkmann (2018) emphasises that semi-structured interviews are well suited to studies exploring perceptions and interpretations, making them appropriate for investigating consumer responses to ethical branding and greenwashing. Ten interviews were conducted with participants who met the predefined screening criteria, which confirmed that they: 
1. identified as ethically conscious consumers.
2. shopped at Tesco at least occasionally.
3. voluntarily agreed to anonymous participation. 
Before each interview began, a brief demographic profile was collected verbally to contextualise the sample. This included gender, age, shopping frequency, and general sustainability awareness. These details were gathered only to support analysis and were not part of the main interview guide.
The final interview schedule consisted of ten open-ended questions designed to elicit in-depth views on Tesco’s ethical branding, awareness of sustainability claims, perceptions of greenwashing, and expected levels of transparency. The questions encouraged participants to reflect on their experiences, compare Tesco with other supermarkets, and discuss how ethical communication shaped their trust and shopping behaviour. The structure ensured comparability across interviews, while still allowing room for probing and unanticipated insights to emerge naturally during the discussions.
[bookmark: _Toc216190431]Sampling Strategy
A purposive sampling technique was adopted. Saunders et al. (2019) argue that purposive sampling is appropriate when participants are selected based on specific characteristics relevant to the research topic. Ethically conscious consumers represent the most suitable group for this study because they are more likely to critically evaluate sustainability claims and notice inconsistencies between branding and practice. Recruiting participants who personally engage with Tesco ensured that responses were grounded in real consumer experiences rather than abstract opinions. A sample size of ten is appropriate for qualitative case study work, as the goal is depth of insight rather than statistical representation. This number was sufficient because recurring patterns began to appear across interviews, indicating a reasonable level of data saturation. Increasing the sample further would have been unlikely to generate substantially new insights within the scope of this project.
[bookmark: _Toc216190432]Data Analysis: Thematic Analysis
A thematic analysis approach was adopted to interpret the interview data, following Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase framework. This method was chosen because it enables researchers to identify patterned meanings within qualitative datasets and is well suited to exploring participants’ interpretations of complex organisational issues. The analysis began with familiarisation, during which the interviews were transcribed and repeatedly read to gain a deep understanding of emerging ideas. Initial codes were then generated manually to capture meaningful features of the data, ensuring close engagement with participants’ language and supporting reflexive interpretation (Gibbs, 2018).
In the third phase, the initial codes were organised into preliminary themes based on conceptual similarities. This inductive approach allowed themes to emerge naturally from the dataset rather than being imposed from existing theory. Themes were subsequently reviewed and refined to ensure clarity, internal coherence and distinctiveness. This process involved checking whether coded extracts accurately reflected wider patterns across the data and whether each theme contributed meaningfully to the research objectives.
During the defining and naming phase, four final overarching themes were established:
· Consumer Perception of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
· Awareness of Sustainability Claims and Consumer Scepticism
· Influence of Greenwashing Accusations on Trust
· Expectations for Transparency and Authenticity
To enhance transparency and provide an audit trail of the analytic process, examples showing how initial codes progressed into final themes are included in Appendix 6. Overall, thematic analysis offered a structured yet flexible approach, supporting a nuanced interpretation of how consumers understand and evaluate Tesco’s ethical and sustainability communication.
[bookmark: _Toc216190433]Ethical Considerations
Ethical guidelines were followed throughout the research process. Participation was voluntary, and all participants were informed of their right to withdraw at any time. No personal identifiers were collected, ensuring confidentiality and compliance with ethical research standards. Cohen (2018) emphasise the importance of protecting participants’ autonomy, especially in interview-based research. Participants were provided with a brief outline of the research purpose, and consent was obtained prior to each interview. Data were stored securely and used solely for academic purposes. Because the topic does not involve sensitive personal information, the ethical risk level was low; however, clear information and anonymity were maintained to ensure responsible research practice.
[bookmark: _Toc216190434]Research Limitations
As with all qualitative studies, this research has inherent limitations. The sample size of ten participants restricts the generalisability of findings, meaning conclusions reflect specific consumer experiences rather than the entire UK population. Additionally, participants were self-identified ethically conscious consumers, which may influence the types of responses provided. Brinkmann (2018) notes that interview data depend on participant willingness and ability to articulate their views, which can vary across individuals. The reliance on self-reported perceptions also means that findings may be influenced by personal biases or levels of awareness about sustainability issues. Nonetheless, these limitations are consistent with qualitative case studies and do not undermine the value of the in-depth insights gained.
[bookmark: _Toc216190435]Researcher Reflexivity
As the researcher, I acknowledge that my personal interest in ethical business practice and sustainability may influence how I interpret participant responses. I recognise that I tend to value organisations that demonstrate transparency and responsible conduct, which could shape my expectations when examining Tesco’s ethical branding. To minimise potential bias, I designed neutral interview questions, avoided leading follow up question, and encouraged participants to discuss both positive and negative experiences. During analysis, I relied closely on the participants’ own words when generating initial codes and revisited the data frequently to ensure that emerging themes reflected their perspectives rather than my prior assumptions.
[bookmark: _Toc216190436]CHAPTER 4: RESULTS AND DISCUSSION 
[bookmark: _Toc216190437]Participant Overview 
A total of ten Tesco customers participated in the study. Participants were aged between 22 and 61 and represented a mix of male and female shoppers with varying levels of engagement in sustainability issues. All participants regularly shop at Tesco—either weekly or several times per month—and were familiar with Tesco’s branding and environmental messaging. Five participants described themselves as “fairly environmentally conscious,” while three indicated moderate awareness of sustainability claims, and two reported minimal active interest but familiarity with the company’s initiatives.
· P1: Female, 34, weekly Tesco shopper, moderately sustainability-aware.
· P2: Male, 29, shops 2-3 times per month, highly aware of green initiatives.
· P3: Female, 41, weekly shopper, low sustainability engagement.
· P4: Male, 22, weekly shopper, strong environmental interest.
· [bookmark: _Hlk215753857]P5: Female, 30, shops twice a month, moderate awareness.
· P6: Male, 50, weekly shopper, highly sustainability-aware.
· P7: Female, 27, monthly shopper, low awareness.
· P8: Male, 35, weekly shopper, moderate awareness.
· P9: Female, 61, weekly shopper, long-term Tesco customer, moderate awareness.
· P10: Female, 45, weekly shopper, high interest in packaging and waste issues.
[bookmark: _Toc216190438]Thematic Analysis Overview
The interview data were analysed using Braun and Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis framework, which provides a systematic approach for identifying patterns across qualitative datasets. The process began with repeated reading of the transcripts to gain familiarity with the content, followed by the generation of initial codes that captured meaningful features related to participants’ perceptions of ethical branding, sustainability claims, and greenwashing concerns. Coding was conducted manually to maintain close engagement with the data and to allow subtle nuances in participant responses to be recognised.
Once all transcripts were coded, similar codes were collated into broader categories and reviewed to identify recurring patterns. These categories were then refined into four overarching themes that accurately represented shared experiences and perspectives across the participant group. A sample coding table illustrating how raw extracts progressed into initial codes and final themes is provided in Appendix C, offering transparency and an audit trail of the analytic process. Each theme was tested against the raw data to ensure internal coherence and distinctiveness, enhancing the credibility and trustworthiness of the analysis.
The final themes—consumer perception of Tesco’s ethical branding, awareness of sustainability claims and scepticism, influence of greenwashing accusations on trust, and expectations for transparency—provide a structured foundation for presenting and interpreting the findings. These themes are explored in detail in the sections that follow, supported by direct quotations from participants.
[bookmark: _Toc216190439]Theme 1: Consumer Perception of Tesco’s Ethical Branding 
Participants expressed mixed and at times ambivalent views regarding Tesco’s ethical branding, highlighting a gap between visible sustainability messaging and perceived authenticity. While many participants recognised Tesco’s efforts to promote environmentally responsible practices—such as signage on recycling, food donation schemes, and reductions in plastic usage—they often questioned the depth of these actions. Several described Tesco’s ethical branding as “superficial,” “polished,” or “more marketing than real change.” This aligns with Bhattacharya and Sen’s (2004) view that ethical branding can create positive impressions, but only when consumers perceive the organisation as genuinely committed rather than strategically communicative.
Participants who were more sustainability-aware, such as P2 and P4, noted specific initiatives including carbon reduction commitments, expanded plant-based product ranges, and partnerships with redistribution charities like FareShare. However, their comments frequently reflected uncertainty about the actual impact of these initiatives. P4, for instance, acknowledged that Tesco “tries to look sustainable,” yet questioned whether the company’s actions matched the scale of its branding. This scepticism is consistent with research suggesting that sustainability communication can lead to increased scrutiny when claims are not supported by transparent and measurable evidence (White, Habib and Hardisty, 2019). Participants seemed increasingly aware that companies may emphasise certain environmental achievements while minimising ongoing challenges.
At the other end of the spectrum, participants with low sustainability engagement—such as P3 and P7—reported limited awareness of Tesco’s ethical practices. They generally perceived Tesco as “just another supermarket” and admitted they “don’t really pay attention” to ethical messaging. Interestingly, despite their limited engagement, even these participants recognised visible sustainability cues such as reduced plastic bags and responsible sourcing labels. This demonstrates that ethical branding has become an expected part of modern retail environments, even for consumers who do not prioritise sustainability. However, for these low-engagement consumers, ethical branding did not significantly influence perceptions of Tesco’s distinctiveness or trustworthiness.
A recurring theme across participants was the distinction between visibility of ethical communication and perceived authenticity. Many described Tesco’s sustainability messaging as omnipresent, yet difficult to evaluate. P8 noted that Tesco “makes an effort, but it’s not always clear how much of it is genuine,” while P6 suggested that Tesco’s messaging “feels ahead of the action.” These reactions support the argument by Prothero et al. (2011) that sustainability communication often becomes symbolic unless accompanied by clear evidence of meaningful organisational change. Participants wanted more than slogans; they wanted credible, transparent demonstrations of progress.
Some participants, particularly long-term shoppers like P9, perceived improvement in Tesco’s ethical branding over time. They noted increased recycling messaging and more visible ethical commitments compared with earlier years. However, even positive observations were tempered with caution. P9 explained that although Tesco “seems to be trying more than before,” she remained unsure about the extent of these improvements. This suggests that while ethical branding can improve consumer perception, trust remains fragile unless supported by verifiable action.
Across the dataset, participants consistently positioned Tesco in the “middle” relative to other UK supermarkets. Several noted that Tesco’s ethical branding was neither significantly better nor worse than its competitors. P10 stated that major supermarkets appear to be “competing rather than leading,” while P1 commented that Tesco seemed “similar to most.” This aligns with broader literature indicating that CSR activities within an industry often converge, resulting in relatively homogeneous ethical positioning across large organisations (Bhattacharya and Sen, 2004).
Overall, the findings suggest that consumer perceptions of Tesco’s ethical branding are shaped by a combination of visible sustainability cues, perceived sincerity, and individual levels of engagement with environmental issues. Although participants recognised Tesco’s efforts, many perceived these actions as insufficiently transparent or inconsistently communicated. The tension between visibility and authenticity is central: consumers expect ethical branding to be supported by clear evidence, measurable progress and accessible information. These insights form the foundation for subsequent themes, which examine how scepticism emerges, how greenwashing allegations influence trust, and how consumers define credible ethical communication.
[bookmark: _Toc216190440]Theme 2: Awareness of Sustainability Claims and Consumer Scepticism 
Participants demonstrated varied levels of awareness regarding Tesco’s sustainability claims, but a consistent thread across the data was a degree of scepticism about their accuracy and completeness. Even participants who considered themselves highly environmentally engaged—such as P2, P4 and P6—expressed uncertainty about how much of Tesco’s sustainability messaging could be trusted. This scepticism reflects broader research showing that consumers increasingly question the credibility of environmental claims, particularly when such claims appear vague or unsupported by evidence (Peattie and Crane, 2005). Participants frequently noted that Tesco’s sustainability statements lacked clarity, making it difficult to distinguish genuine progress from promotional language.
Higher-engagement participants showed the greatest critical awareness of sustainability claims. For example, P2 stated that he was “cautious” when encountering Tesco’s environmental messaging, viewing it as potentially “exaggerated.” Likewise, P4 questioned whether Tesco’s widely advertised packaging improvements were meaningful, pointing out that “what they call recyclable isn’t always recyclable everywhere.” This reflects findings from academic literature that highlights the problem of “selective disclosure,” where companies emphasise positive achievements while omitting less favourable information (Testa et al., 2018). Participants appeared aware of this dynamic and often sought independent verification before trusting sustainability claims.
Moderate-engagement participants, such as P1, P5 and P8, also expressed doubts about the accuracy of sustainability messaging. P1 admitted she was “not fully convinced,” while P8 explained he was “somewhat confident” but still felt the messaging might not show “the full picture.” These responses suggest that even consumers who are not deeply immersed in environmental issues recognise that sustainability claims can be strategically framed. This aligns with White, Habib and Hardisty’s (2019) observation that consumers increasingly expect transparency and proof, even when they lack detailed knowledge of environmental standards.
Interestingly, lower-engagement participants—such as P3 and P7—did not actively question sustainability claims but demonstrated passive scepticism. They assumed Tesco’s messaging was “probably true,” yet acknowledged they would not investigate further. P3 said she “doesn’t think about it much,” while P7 noted she “wouldn’t know what’s real or not anyway.” This passive scepticism is common among consumers who lack the motivation or knowledge to evaluate sustainability claims but still hold a general awareness that such claims may be overstated (Peattie and Crane, 2005). Their responses illustrate that scepticism does not always require active inquiry; sometimes it arises from uncertainty and lack of evaluative tools.
Another pattern across participants was the perception that sustainability claims are often too complex or too ambiguous to be fully understood. P5 explained that Tesco “makes it sound good but doesn’t explain how they measure things.” Similarly, P10, who has a strong interest in packaging and waste, expressed frustration that Tesco’s packaging claims lacked detail about recycling limitations or material types. This reflects a broader need for accessible, consumer-friendly sustainability communication, where technical terminology is replaced with clear, concise explanations that support informed decision-making.
Participants also highlighted the role of external influences—such as media reports, social media discussions and environmental watchdog publications—in shaping scepticism. For instance, P6 stated that reading criticism of Tesco’s recycling claims made him more hesitant to trust the company. P2 noted he had come across environmental groups “challenging some of Tesco’s claims,” which contributed to his cautious stance. This aligns with research showing that third-party scrutiny and public discourse significantly influence consumer perceptions of honesty in environmental communication (Testa et al., 2018).
Overall, the findings indicate that awareness of sustainability claims does not automatically translate into trust. Instead, participants approached Tesco’s messaging with a mixture of curiosity, doubt and caution. Even those who recognised improvements in Tesco’s sustainability initiatives struggled to fully accept the claims due to a perceived lack of transparency, clarity and independent verification. This scepticism is not unique to Tesco; it reflects a wider consumer trend where sustainability messages are evaluated through a lens of suspicion, shaped by past instances of corporate greenwashing and inconsistencies within the retail sector.
In summary, Theme 2 reveals that participants possess varying degrees of awareness about Tesco’s sustainability messaging, but scepticism is widespread. The data illustrate that while ethical branding is familiar and expected, consumers increasingly demand evidence-based, independently verified and easily understandable sustainability information. Without these elements, sustainability claims risk being perceived as ambiguous or overstated, contributing to the broader phenomenon of consumer scepticism in ethical marketing.
[bookmark: _Toc216190441]Theme 3: Influence of Greenwashing Accusations on Trust 
Across the interviews, participants consistently reported that allegations of greenwashing undermine their trust in Tesco, even when such allegations do not necessarily change their shopping behaviour. Trust emerged as a fragile component of consumer–brand relationships, and greenwashing accusations—whether minor, unverified or widely circulated—had a clear negative psychological impact. This aligns with prior research demonstrating that greenwashing significantly erodes consumer trust, particularly when companies are perceived as using sustainability messaging to manipulate perceptions (Torelli, Monga and Kaikati, 2012). Participants repeatedly emphasised that trust is difficult to rebuild once doubt is introduced, reflecting the inherently cumulative and relational nature of trust in retail environments.
Higher-engagement participants expressed the strongest emotional response to allegations of greenwashing. P4 described feeling “let down” when discovering that some forms of packaging marketed as recyclable were not universally recyclable, suggesting a sense of personal betrayal. P6 similarly reported that encountering criticism about Tesco’s recycling claims made him “hesitate to believe anything else they say.” These reactions resonate with the concept of “trust asymmetry,” where negative information disproportionately impacts consumer perceptions compared with positive messages (Delmas and Burbano, 2011). Once a brand violates expectations of honesty, subsequent ethical claims are viewed with heightened suspicion.
Moderate-engagement participants also expressed reduced trust following greenwashing allegations, though they tended to be less emotionally invested. P5 stated that such allegations “make me wary, even if I still shop there,” indicating a shift in perception rather than behaviour. P1 echoed this by noting that greenwashing claims “make you question everything else.” These responses suggest that while ethical consumers may continue to prioritise convenience, trust becomes compartmentalised: participants may still use Tesco for everyday shopping but disengage from sustainability-related messaging. This aligns with Chaudhuri and Holbrook’s (2001) definition of brand trust as a belief in a brand’s reliability and integrity—qualities that become compromised when messaging is perceived as misleading.
Low-engagement participants showed a more muted reaction but were not unaffected. P3 acknowledged that accusations “might make me think twice,” and P7 noted that hearing negative information “wouldn’t change much, but it wouldn’t feel great either.” While these participants did not base their decisions on ethical considerations, they nonetheless associated greenwashing allegations with dishonesty, indicating that trust erosion is a widespread response across consumer segments. Even when trust is not a primary factor in shopping decisions, negative associations can influence brand perceptions and weaken long-term loyalty.
A notable pattern across interviews was that participants distinguished between trust in Tesco as a retailer and trust in Tesco’s sustainability claims. Many participants—especially P2, P6 and P10—expressed that rumours or evidence of greenwashing would not stop them from shopping at Tesco but would severely diminish their belief in the company’s ethical communication. P2 explained that he would “still go for convenience” but would “trust their claims a lot less.” This highlights a dual-level trust model, where functional trust (reliability in delivering products) remains intact, while ethical trust (belief in integrity and social responsibility) becomes compromised. Academic literature similarly argues that ethical trust requires transparency and accountability, whereas functional trust is built on habit and transactional convenience (Torelli, Monga and Kaikati, 2012).
Participants also emphasised that rebuilding trust after greenwashing is extremely challenging. P10 noted that when companies exaggerate sustainability performance, “it makes you wonder what else they aren’t telling you.” This sentiment underscores a ripple-effect phenomenon, where the loss of trust in one ethical domain spreads to broader brand evaluations. A lack of confidence in sustainability claims can therefore weaken perceptions of transparency, honesty and organisational integrity more generally. This reinforces Delmas and Burbano’s (2011) assertion that greenwashing carries long-term reputational consequences and can damage even established brands.
Overall, the findings show that greenwashing allegations weaken consumer trust in Tesco’s ethical positioning, with effects varying by level of environmental engagement. For highly aware consumers, such allegations create feelings of disappointment and betrayal; for moderately aware consumers, they generate caution and doubt; and for low-engagement consumers, they plant a subtle but persistent sense of dishonesty. Yet across all groups, trust in sustainability messaging is more vulnerable than trust in Tesco’s operational reliability. These insights reveal that while ethical branding may attract attention, its credibility depends on consistent, transparent and verifiable communication. As subsequent themes show, consumers increasingly expect companies to substantiate sustainability claims through clear data, independent validation and honest acknowledgement of challenges.
[bookmark: _Toc216190442]Theme 4: Consumer Expectations for Transparency 
Across the interviews, participants consistently emphasised the importance of transparency, clarity and authenticity in Tesco’s sustainability communication. Regardless of their level of environmental engagement, all participants expressed a desire for more accessible, verifiable and honest information about Tesco’s ethical and environmental practices. This shared expectation highlights the increasing role of transparency as a fundamental driver of consumer trust and ethical credibility in retail contexts. Contemporary literature similarly argues that consumers expect sustainability claims to be backed by evidence and credible third-party verification, rather than broad or symbolic statements (Kim and Lyon, 2015).
A central insight from the data is that consumers want Tesco to provide clearer explanations of what sustainability claims mean in practical terms. Participants frequently described Tesco’s messaging as “vague,” “unclear,” or “not detailed enough.” P5 commented that Tesco “doesn’t explain how they measure things,” while P8 emphasised the need for “evidence of actual progress rather than targets.” This reflects a broader academic concern that sustainability reporting often relies on abstract commitments rather than concrete, measurable results, making it difficult for consumers to evaluate authenticity (Lyon and Maxwell, 2011). Participants wanted Tesco to simplify complex environmental concepts and present information in a way that is easy for ordinary shoppers to understand.
Another major expectation was the need for independent verification of Tesco’s sustainability claims. Participants such as P1, P6 and P10 stressed that third-party audits would make them more confident in Tesco’s ethical claims. P10 noted that credible certification or external assessment “would make a huge difference,” especially in areas like packaging and waste reduction. This aligns with research indicating that third-party verification significantly strengthens the credibility of environmental claims by reducing perceived bias and increasing accountability (Kim and Lyon, 2015). Participants seemed particularly sensitive to the difference between claims made by Tesco itself and claims validated by external organisations.
Participants also wanted Tesco to provide honest acknowledgement of its challenges, rather than only promoting positive achievements. Several expressed that authenticity requires openness about areas where Tesco has not yet met its goals. P4 explained that “being honest about what they still need to fix would build trust,” while P6 argued that companies show maturity when they “talk about setbacks as well as successes.” This expectation reflects a broader shift in consumer attitudes, where transparency is seen not only as disclosure of positive outcomes but also as willingness to confront shortcomings. Academic literature highlights that companies who communicate challenges alongside progress often generate stronger consumer trust because honesty signals ethical intent (Lyon and Maxwell, 2011).
Interestingly, expectations for transparency varied in intensity depending on participants’ sustainability engagement. Highly engaged participants—such as P2, P4, P6 and P10—demanded detailed information, including specifics on recyclability, carbon measurement and supply chain practices. They wanted Tesco to provide “actual data,” “clear evidence,” and “regular updates showing measurable progress.” In contrast, moderately aware participants preferred simplified, consumer-friendly summaries rather than technical reports. P5, for example, wanted “easy-to-read information” without jargon. Low-engagement participants such as P3 and P7 were less demanding but still expressed interest in straightforward, honest communication. P7 stated that she “wouldn’t read anything long,” but would appreciate “clear explanations instead of slogans.”
Participants also indicated that transparency must extend beyond in-store messaging. Several wanted Tesco to centralise sustainability information on its website, making it easier to verify claims and review progress. P1 suggested that Tesco should provide “proper breakdowns online,” while P8 argued that sustainability information should be “easy to find and easy to understand.” This reflects the increasing expectation that consumers should be able to access digital, verifiable sustainability data quickly, without needing to rely on promotional materials alone.
Overall, the findings reveal that transparency is not simply an add-on to ethical branding but a foundational requirement for consumer trust. Participants expect Tesco to demonstrate authenticity through clear evidence, independent verification, honest disclosure and accessible communication. These expectations highlight the evolving role of transparency in modern retail ethics, where sustainability claims must be substantiated and communicated with clarity. As ethical expectations continue to rise, Tesco’s ability to provide trustworthy, transparent reporting will be crucial in maintaining credibility and avoiding further scepticism.
[bookmark: _Toc216190443]Thematic Analysis Summary Table 
The thematic analysis produced four overarching themes that collectively capture participants’ perceptions, expectations and scepticism regarding Tesco’s ethical branding and sustainability communication. These themes were developed through a systematic coding process that involved repeatedly reviewing the transcripts, identifying patterns across individual accounts and comparing codes for similarities and differences. This iterative approach ensured that each theme demonstrated strong internal coherence while remaining clearly distinct from the others. The themes reflect not only common viewpoints but also meaningful variations in how participants interpret sustainability claims, respond to allegations of greenwashing and formulate expectations for corporate transparency. The table below summarises each theme, its related sub-themes, supporting illustrative quotations and concise interpretations that informed the subsequent analytical discussion.


	Thematic Analysis Summary Table

	Theme
	Sub-theme(s)
	Illustrative Quote
	Interpretation

	Consumer Perception of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
	· Visible sustainability messaging
· Perceived superficiality
	“Tesco tries to look ethical, but it feels more like marketing.” (P5)
	Branding is recognised but questioned; sustainability communication lacks perceived depth.

	Awareness of Sustainability Claims and Scepticism
	· Limited clarity
· Selective disclosure concerns
	“They make it sound good but don’t explain how they measure it.” (P5)
	Consumers are aware of sustainability claims but struggle to validate them, leading to scepticism.

	Influence of Greenwashing Accusations on Trust
	· Erosion of ethical trust
· Persistence of functional trust
	“If one claim is exaggerated, it makes me doubt the rest.” (P1)
	Greenwashing undermines ethical trust even if shopping behaviour remains unchanged.

	Expectations for Transparency and Authenticity
	· Desire for evidence
· Need for independent verification
	“If an external organisation confirmed it, I’d trust it more.” (P10)
	Transparency and third-party validation are key to rebuilding and maintaining credibility.


Figure 2


[bookmark: _Toc216190444]Comparison with Secondary Data 
The primary findings were compared with secondary data from Tesco’s sustainability reports, independent watchdog assessments and regulatory guidance. This comparison highlights several points of alignment as well as notable discrepancies between Tesco’s public commitments and consumer perceptions.
Tesco’s ESG Report (2025) outlines a range of environmental initiatives, including reductions in plastic use, increased recyclability of packaging and progress toward net-zero targets. While these commitments were recognised by some participants—particularly those with higher sustainability awareness—the interview data suggest that consumers struggle to assess the credibility or impact of these initiatives. Participants felt that Tesco’s messaging lacked clarity or evidence, aligning with critiques from external organisations such as Greenpeace (2024), which reported that major UK supermarkets, including Tesco, continue to rely heavily on single-use plastics despite public commitments to reduce them.
Watchdog reports further reinforce participants’ concerns regarding transparency. The Environmental Investigation Agency’s (EIA) Checking Out on Plastics report (2021) found inconsistencies between supermarkets’ public claims and their actual performance on plastic reduction. This mirrors participants’ perceptions that Tesco’s sustainability communication “sounds good” but does not always provide sufficient detail. Similarly, WRAP’s latest data on the UK Plastics Pact (2024) shows that progress on recyclability targets varies significantly, which may contribute to consumer scepticism when retailers promote broad claims without specifying limitations.
[bookmark: _Hlk215829895]Regulatory guidance also echoes the need for clearer communication. The UK Competition and GOV.UK published the Making environmental claims on goods and services (2021), which warns that environmental claims must be accurate, substantiated and not presented in overly broad or misleading terms. This aligns closely with participants’ expectations for greater honesty, evidence and independent verification. The fact that several participants explicitly expressed a desire for third-party validation demonstrates the relevance of these regulatory standards to consumer trust.
Tesco’s own reporting acknowledges challenges in achieving full recyclability, supply-chain transparency and emissions reductions, yet these limitations are often less prominent in consumer-facing communication. This discrepancy may explain why participants perceived Tesco’s messaging as selectively positive. Furthermore, recent analysis by WWF (2024) shows that UK major supermarkets — including Tesco — are making progress in sustainability but still lag in certain key areas such as supply-chain transparency and plastic reduction, supporting participants’ perception that Tesco is neither clearly ahead of peers nor seriously behind.
Overall, the comparison with secondary data suggests that while Tesco has made measurable progress, its sustainability communication does not fully meet consumer expectations for transparency, detail and external verification. This reinforces the themes identified in the primary data and highlights the importance of aligning public messaging with independently verifiable progress.

[bookmark: _Toc216190445]Discussion in Relation to Theoretical Frameworks 
The findings of this study demonstrate that consumer perceptions of Tesco’s ethical branding are shaped by a mixture of recognition, scepticism and a desire for greater transparency. Participants consistently acknowledged Tesco’s environmental and social initiatives, yet they struggled to interpret the substance behind these claims. This mirrors concerns raised in the literature, where scholars argue that ethical branding can only succeed when supported by credible, verifiable and clearly communicated sustainability actions (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Lyon and Montgomery, 2015). The findings therefore reinforce the wider argument that corporate sustainability claims risk being perceived as superficial when communication appears selective or overly polished.
The interviews also suggest that consumer scepticism is linked to an imbalance between the visibility of Tesco’s sustainability messaging and the accessibility of detailed evidence. This aligns with prior research indicating that greenwashing perceptions often stem from information asymmetries, where organisations emphasise positive achievements while downplaying ongoing challenges (Laufer, 2003). Participants’ concerns regarding exaggerated or ambiguous claims reflect the type of “selective disclosure” identified in watchdog reports such as Greenpeace (2024) and the EIA (2021). These sources similarly highlight gaps between supermarket sustainability commitments and actual environmental performance, supporting participants’ doubts about the credibility of Tesco’s ethical positioning.
[bookmark: _Hlk215831327]From a theoretical perspective, the findings contribute to debates on stakeholder trust and corporate transparency. Freeman’s (1984) stakeholder theory emphasises the responsibility of organisations to communicate honestly with stakeholders. The interviews suggest that Tesco’s communication does not always meet participants’ expectations for clarity, specificity and independent verification. This outcome also aligns with regulatory perspectives such as the GOV.UK Making environmental claims on goods and services (2021), which stresses that environmental claims must be clear, substantiated and not misleading. Participants’ desire for third-party assurance echoes these principles, highlighting the importance of external credibility mechanisms in shaping consumer trust.
Overall, the discussion demonstrates that Tesco’s sustainability communication is influential but not fully convincing to consumers. Despite recognising genuine progress, participants interpreted ethical claims cautiously, showing greater confidence when claims were supported by transparent data or independent evaluation. These findings suggest that enhancing specificity, evidential depth and third-party verification could improve the credibility of Tesco’s ethical branding and strengthen consumer trust in its sustainability commitments.
[bookmark: _Toc216190446]CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS 
[bookmark: _Toc216190447]Summary of Principal Findings
This study explored how consumers perceive Tesco’s ethical branding and sustainability communication, focusing on levels of awareness, trust and scepticism. The findings show that participants generally recognised Tesco’s sustainability initiatives, such as carbon reduction efforts, packaging changes and food donation programmes. However, they expressed uncertainty about the credibility, depth and transparency of these claims. Participants with higher sustainability awareness identified specific initiatives but still questioned the extent to which Tesco’s messaging reflected real progress. Less-engaged consumers acknowledged the visibility of Tesco’s ethical branding but felt unable to evaluate whether such claims were genuinely impactful or merely rhetorical.
The analysis revealed four interconnected themes. First, consumers perceived Tesco’s ethical branding as prominent but inconsistently substantiated. Second, participants demonstrated mixed awareness of sustainability claims, often struggling to differentiate between meaningful action and marketing. Third, allegations of greenwashing—both general and Tesco-specific—shaped perceptions of trust, leading some participants to adopt a cautious or sceptical stance. Finally, consumers expressed a strong desire for greater transparency, particularly in the form of clear evidence, quantified progress, and third-party verification. These expectations align with regulatory guidance such as the GOV.UK Making environmental claims on goods and services (2021) and emerging EU policy frameworks that emphasise claim substantiation.
Overall, the findings indicate that Tesco’s sustainability communications influence consumer perceptions but do not fully meet expectations for clarity, accountability and independent validation. This disconnect between messaging and perceived credibility suggests that improvements in transparency and reporting could enhance trust and strengthen Tesco’s ethical brand positioning.
[bookmark: _Toc216190448]Practical Recommendations for Tesco
Based on the findings, several practical steps can help Tesco enhance the credibility and effectiveness of its ethical branding. 
First, Tesco should prioritise clearer, more detailed sustainability communication. Participants expressed difficulty interpreting claims such as “reducing plastic” or “cutting carbon,” suggesting that Tesco should provide measurable progress indicators—for example, percentage reductions, annual performance dashboards or time-bound targets.
Second, Tesco could benefit from increased third-party verification of its sustainability performance. Independent certification—whether through reputable NGOs, auditors or industry frameworks—would help reduce scepticism by demonstrating that claims are externally validated. Research indicates that consumers are more likely to trust environmental claims supported by independent verification (KPMG, 2024; McKinsey & Company, 2023).
Third, Tesco should consider consolidating sustainability information into a user-friendly digital hub. While Tesco publishes extensive ESG material, consumers reported that information is difficult to locate or interpret. A simplified platform incorporating real-time data, FAQs and progress summaries would improve accessibility and support more informed consumer evaluations.
Fourth, Tesco could enhance consumer engagement by explaining the limitations and challenges behind sustainability efforts. Participants responded positively to honesty and realism; therefore, acknowledging ongoing difficulties—such as the complexities of supply-chain transparency—may strengthen perceptions of authenticity and reduce greenwashing concerns.
Finally, Tesco should explore co-creation initiatives, such as consumer panels or interactive forums, where customers can provide feedback on sustainability priorities. These participatory approaches may deepen trust and align Tesco’s strategies with consumer expectations.
[bookmark: _Toc216190449]Theoretical, Industry and Policy Implications
The findings contribute to existing theory by reinforcing the relevance of stakeholder perspectives in evaluating corporate ethical behaviour. According to stakeholder theory (Freeman, 1984), organisations must communicate transparently to maintain legitimacy, yet this study demonstrates that when sustainability communication lacks clarity, specificity or independent validation, stakeholder trust is weakened. The results also highlight that ethical branding is interpreted through the lens of perceived authenticity, aligning with CSR literature that argues consumers scrutinise whether messaging accurately reflects meaningful organisational action rather than symbolic communication.
Industry-wide, the findings reflect a broader challenge across UK food retail, where supermarkets must bridge a persistent gap between high-level sustainability commitments and the evidential detail consumers increasingly expect. Many UK retailers face similar scrutiny from NGOs and regulators, suggesting a sector-wide need for more standardised and verifiable communication. This observation aligns with KPMG’s Sustainability Reporting Survey (2024), which highlights rising expectations for credible, comparable and externally assured ESG disclosures. It also resonates with emerging consumer patterns identified by McKinsey & Company (2023), which show that shoppers reward brands that demonstrate measurable and independently validated progress on sustainability targets.
At a policy level, these findings support regulatory developments such as the EU’s proposed Proposal for a Directive on green claims (Directorate-General for Environment, 2023), which aims to ensure that environmental claims are substantiated by verifiable data and not presented in misleading or overly general terms. These concerns are echoed internationally, with the OECD (2022) emphasising that unsubstantiated or vague environmental claims undermine consumer trust and distort fair competition, reinforcing the need for rigorous substantiation standards. Participant expectations for third-party verification and transparent evidence therefore align closely with this evolving regulatory landscape and suggest that compliance with such standards may become increasingly important for maintaining consumer trust. Overall, these findings extend existing theoretical debates by showing that CSR authenticity and consumer trust formation in retail contexts depend heavily on perceived alignment between sustainability messaging, demonstrable progress and credible third-party verification.
[bookmark: _Toc216190450]Limitations
Several limitations should be acknowledged. The sample size was relatively small (ten participants), consistent with qualitative research but limiting wider generalisability. Participants were ethically conscious consumers, meaning the findings reflect the views of a group more attuned to sustainability issues than the general population. Their perceptions may differ from less engaged shoppers who prioritise price or convenience.
Additionally, all participants were Tesco customers, so insights relate specifically to perceptions of Tesco’s branding and may not extend to the entire supermarket sector. Interviews were conducted online, which may have reduced opportunities for deeper probing or observation of non-verbal cues. Finally, while thematic analysis provides rich insight, researcher interpretation plays a role in identifying patterns, introducing the potential for analytic subjectivity.
[bookmark: _Toc216190451]Directions for Future Research
Future research could expand the sample to include a wider range of consumers, including those with low sustainability awareness or infrequent engagement with Tesco. Comparative studies examining multiple UK supermarkets would also help identify whether consumer perceptions of greenwashing are consistent across the industry or more strongly associated with certain retailers.
Longitudinal research could explore whether regulatory interventions—such as Proposal for a Directive on green claims—meaningfully alter consumer trust or the quality of corporate sustainability communication. Additionally, future studies could examine the relationship between specific communication strategies (for example quantified disclosures, storytelling, third-party audits) and changes in perceived credibility. Finally, incorporating experimental methods could deepen understanding of how consumers evaluate sustainability claims and what forms of evidence are most persuasive.
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[bookmark: _Toc216190453]RESEARCH PROCESS
Using Gibbs’ Reflective Cycle (1988) provided a structured and systematic way to evaluate the research process and my personal learning throughout the dissertation. The model helped guide each stage of reflection, from describing what occurred to identifying improvements for future practice.
[bookmark: _Toc216190454]Description
This research project investigated how Tesco customers perceive the supermarket’s ethical branding and potential greenwashing risk. The work involved conducting semi-structured interviews, analysing them thematically, and triangulating the findings with secondary data. It was my first time managing a full research cycle independently, from sampling design to analysis and interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc216190455]Feelings
Initially, I felt both confident and uncertain. As a frequent Tesco customer, I found the topic relatable, but I was unsure how to refine the broad concept of greenwashing into a coherent research question. During the interviews, I felt anxious about whether participants would provide enough depth, but many shared insights more openly than expected. As I moved into analysis, I felt more capable and increasingly interested in how subtle differences in participant responses reflected wider issues of trust. However, I also felt pressure to maintain academic precision, especially when coding and developing themes.
[bookmark: _Toc216190456]Evaluation
Several aspects went well. The semi-structured approach encouraged rich, authentic responses, and purposive sampling ensured participants had relevant experience. Thematic analysis was effective for identifying common patterns. However, some challenges emerged. A few interviews were shorter or less detailed than ideal, requiring more probing in later interviews. Managing time between transcription, coding, and writing proved more difficult than anticipated. Additionally, finding up-to-date secondary data from NGOs and regulatory bodies required more effort than I initially expected.
[bookmark: _Toc216190457]Analysis
This project strengthened my understanding of qualitative research and interpretivist methodology. I learned how consumer interpretations reveal gaps between sustainability messaging and actual trust levels. I also realised the importance of reflexivity in preventing personal assumptions from influencing analysis. Applying Braun and Clarke’s thematic analysis framework helped maintain structure and minimise bias, while reflecting through Gibbs’ cycle highlighted areas of personal growth, such as developing confidence in interviewing and coding techniques.
[bookmark: _Toc216190458]Conclusion
Overall, the process was challenging but highly rewarding. I improved my analytical skills, deepened my understanding of CSR and consumer trust, and learned how research design choices shape the quality of findings. Using Gibbs’ model reinforced the value of structured reflection in identifying strengths and limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc216190459]Action Plan
If I were to repeat this study, I would conduct a pilot interview to refine questions earlier. I would also space interviews over a longer period to enable deeper probing. In future research, I plan to use digital tools like NVivo to support coding. Finally, expanding the study to include multiple supermarkets would enhance generalisability and provide comparative insights into ethical branding across the retail sector.
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[bookmark: _Toc216190461]Appendices:
[bookmark: _Toc216190462]Appendix 1 Interview questions
Semi-Structured Interview Questionnaire
Participant Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
Participants must answer YES to all three screening questions before proceeding.
Main Interview Questions (10 Questions)
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?









[bookmark: _Toc216190463]Appendix 2 Participation Consent Form
Participation Consent Form 
University of Wales Trinity Saint David (London Campus)
Winchester House
11 Cranmer Road
London – SW9 6EJ
Tel: +442075667600
Email: info.london@uwtsd.ac.uk 
            londonstudentservice@uwtsd.ac.uk 
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	Rhif Adnabod Cyfranogwr: 
Participant Identification Number:
	

	
FFURFLEN GANIATÂD CYFRANOGIAD
	
PARTICIPATION CONSENT FORM

	Teitl Y Prosiect: / Project Title: 

	Enw'r Ymchwilydd / Name of Researcher: 



	1
	I confirm that I have read and understand the information sheet dated _________ for the above study. I have had the opportunity to consider the information, ask questions and have had these answered satisfactorily.
	

	2
	I understand that my participation is voluntary and that I am free to withdraw at any time, without giving any reason.

	

	3
	I understand that any information given by me may be used in future reports, articles or presentations by the research team.

	

	4
	I understand that my name will not appear in any reports, articles or presentations.

	

	5
	I agree to take part in the above study.

	

	Name of Participant

	
	Signature

	Researcher

	
	Signature




	You may decline to participate in this study. You may end your participation in this study at any time. If you decide to remain anonymous, maintaining your anonymity will be a priority and every practical precaution will be taken to disguise your identity. If you prefer anonymity, there will not be any identifying information on audiotapes or transcripts of this or any interview. No one will hear any audiotapes or see any transcripts without your prior consent. All materials generated from this or any interview will remain confidential.
When completed please return in the envelope provided. One copy will be given to you and the original to be kept on the file of the research team at:

NAME & ADDRESS OF RESEARCHER

University of Wales Trinity Saint David (London Campus)
Winchester House
11 Cranmer Road
London – SW9 6EJ
Tel: +442075667600
Email: info.london@uwtsd.ac.uk
         : londonstudentservice@uwtsd.ac.uk 
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 Participant Information Sheet University of Wales Trinity Saint David (London Campus)
Winchester House
11 Cranmer Road
London – SW9 6EJ
Tel: +442075667600
Email: info.london@tsd.ac.uk 
            londonstudentservice@tsd.ac.uk 
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	Rhif Adnabod Cyfranogwr: 
Participant Identification Number:
	

	
FFURFLEN GANIATÂD CYFRANOGIAD
	
SAMPLE PARTICIPANT INFORMATION SHEET


	Teitl Y Prosiect: / Project Title: 



Dear Sir/Madam, 

My name is ………………………..and I am a ………………………..student in the School of Business, Finance and Management (London Campus), Faculty of Business and Management in University of Wales Trinity Saint David, United Kingdom. At present, I am conducting a research on………………………... The purpose of this research is to ………………………..

I would like to invite you to participate in my research project by answering the attached short questions developed by the researchers. Those questions will assess your opinions, experiences, knowledge, suggestions and views. Through your participation in the interviews, I hope to ascertain my research purpose to get the best opinion from you. I believe your opinion will be extremely helpful to me to carry out this research. 

All questions will be kept strictly confidential to the researchers involved and at NO time will individual questions will be released to the general public. This gives you a chance to express your views on your programme a confidential and anonymous forum and still be able to make a difference. Your participation in this study is completely voluntary so you can withdraw from the questionnaire at any stage. 

Please note, questionnaire should take no more than 30 minutes to complete but however, there is no time constraint. There are also no right or wrong answers. Attached to this letter along with the questionnaire there is a consent form where you will better understand researchers intension As this is a new project, your feedback is also important to me and I would be much obliged if you could also complete the feedback sheet along with the questionnaire. I understand that your time is at a premium, but your opinions are very valuable to me. 
After careful and precise analysis of the data obtained from this questionnaires/interviews, I will be happy to provide you with a copy of the findings at your request. The results of this questionnaire will hopefully enhance my understanding of current level of knowledge and future findings. The results of the research will be feedback to Director of Studies, Supervisor, University and British Library. 

I thank you in advance for your time and participation. If any questions do arise, feel free to contact me at your convenience. 

NAME & ADDRESS OF RESEARCHER

University of Wales Trinity Saint David (London Campus)
Winchester House
11 Cranmer Road
London – SW9 6EJ
Tel: +442075667600
Email: info.london@tsd.ac.uk 
           londonstudentservice@tsd.ac.uk 


[bookmark: _Toc216190465]Appendix 4 Ethics Approval Form 
APPLICATION FOR ETHICAL APPROVAL


	RESEARCH STUDENTS
This form is to be completed by the student within SIX months for full-time students and TWELVE months for part time students, after the commencement of the research degree or following progression to Part Two of your course. 

Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).

This document is also available in Welsh.


	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.


	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.




In order for research to result in benefit and minimise risk of harm, it must be conducted ethically. A researcher may not be covered by the University’s insurance if ethical approval has not been obtained prior to commencement.

The University follows the OECD Frascati manual definition of research activity: “creative work undertaken on a systematic basis in order to increase the stock of knowledge, including knowledge of man, culture and society, and the use of this stock of knowledge to devise new applications”. As such this covers activities undertaken by members of staff, postgraduate research students, and both taught postgraduate and undergraduate students working on dissertations/projects.

The individual undertaking the research activity is known as the “principal researcher”.

Ethical approval is not required for routine audits, performance reviews, quality assurance studies, testing within normal educational requirements, and literary or artistic criticism.

Please read the notes for guidance before completing ALL sections of the form.

This form must be completed and approved prior to undertaking any research activity. Please see Checklist for details of process for different categories of application.  

SECTION A: About You (Principal Researcher)
	1
	Full Name:
	Stoyan Ivanov

	2
	Tick all boxes that apply:
	Member of staff:
	☐
	Honorary research fellow:
	☐

	
	Undergraduate Student
	☒	Taught Postgraduate Student
	☐	Postgraduate Research Student
	☐


	3
	Institute/Academic Discipline/Centre:
	IICL


	4
	Campus:
	
London

	5
	E-mail address:
	2230843@student.uwtsd.ac.uk

	6
	Contact Telephone Number:
	07517086514

	
	For students:

	7
	Student Number:
	2230843

	8
	Programme of Study:
	BA (Hons) Leadership and Management Skill in the Workplace 

	9
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Nishi Ramsurrun 





SECTION B: Approval for Research Activity
	1
	Has the research activity received approval in principle?
(please check the Guidance Notes as to the appropriate approval process for different levels of research by different categories of individual)
	YES
	☒	NO
	☐
	
	
	Date

	2
	If Yes, please indicate source of approval (and date where known): Approval in principle must be obtained from the relevant source prior to seeking ethical approval
	Research Degrees Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Institute Research Committee
	☐	

	
	
	Other (write in)

	☒	25 October 2025



SECTION C:  Internal and External Ethical Guidance Materials
	
	Please list the core ethical guidance documents that have been referred to during the completion of this form (including any discipline-specific codes of research ethics, location-specific codes of research ethics, and also any specific ethical guidance relating to the proposed methodology).  Please tick to confirm that your research proposal adheres to these codes and guidelines. You may add rows to this table if needed.

	1
	UWTSD Research Ethics & Integrity Code of Practice
	☒
	2
	UWTSD Research Data Management Policy
	☒

	3
	[List any other relevant documents here]
	☐



SECTION D: External Collaborative Research Activity
If there are external collaborators then you should gain consent from the contact persons to share their personal data with the university. If there are no external collaborators then leave this section blank and continue to section E.
	1
	Institution
	


	2
	Contact person name
	


	3
	Contact person e-mail address

	

	4
	Is your research externally funded?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	5
	Are you in receipt of a KESS scholarship?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	6
	Are you specifically employed to undertake this research in either a paid or voluntary capacity?
	Voluntary
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	7
	
	Employed
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	8
	Is the research being undertaken within an existing UWTSD Athrofa Professional Learning Partnership (APLP)?
	If YES then the permission question below does not need to be answered.
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	9
	Has permission to undertake the research has been provided by the partner organisation?
	(If YES attach copy)
If NO the application cannot continue
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐




Where research activity is carried out in collaboration with an external organisation
	10
	Does this organisation have its own ethics approval system?
	YES
	☐
	NO
	☐

	
	
If Yes, please attach a copy of any final approval (or interim approval) from the organisation (this may be a copy of an email if appropriate).




SECTION E: Details of Research Activity
	1
	Indicative title:
	Case study ethical branding and greenwashing at Tesco
· 


	2
	Proposed start date:
	From 12 June 2025
	Proposed end date:
	19 December 2025

	
	Introduction to the Research (maximum 300 words per section)
Ensure that you write for a Non-Specialist Audience when outlining your response to the points below:
Purpose of Research Activity: This study aims to explore the discrepancy between Tesco's ethical branding claims and actual actions, specifically greenwashing

1. Proposed Research Questions
1. What are the key elements of Tesco's ethical branding and sustainability initiatives in the UK?
2. How has Tesco been accused of greenwashing, and by whom?
3. How do customers view Tesco's ethical branding and sustainability claims?
4. What are the likely consequences of greenwashing accusations on Tesco's brand image and customer trust?
· 
· 
Aims of Research Activity. Research aim is to examine the degree to which Tesco's ethical branding initiatives are consistent with its business practices, specifically highlighting greenwashing claims and their effects on consumer trust and brand reputation.
· 
Objectives of Research Activity:

1. What are the key elements of Tesco's ethical branding and sustainability initiatives in the UK?
2. How has Tesco been accused of greenwashing, and by whom?
3. How do customers view Tesco's ethical branding and sustainability claims?
4. What are the likely consequences of greenwashing accusations on Tesco's brand image and customer trust?
· 
· 
Demonstrate, briefly, how Existing Research has informed the proposed activity and explain
· What the research activity will add to the body of knowledge 
· For Tesco, one of the most significant practical implications is in enhancing the alignment between corporate communication strategies and sustainability commitments. Where gaps are found between expressed aims and real-world results - such as in instances of misleading claims or confusing sustainability labelling - Tesco can be expected to be prompted to develop internal processes for claim verification, as well as to improve employee training in ethical marketing.
· From a regulatory perspective, the results of this study can inform ongoing debates about the UK's Green Claims Code, which seeks to make environmental messages fair, clear, and not misleading. By examining consumer attitudes and responses to Tesco's branding in everyday environments, the research can give insight into how green claims are understood and whether current guidelines are adequate to avert consumer deception. It can also help regulatory agencies such as the Advertising Standards Authority (ASA) and the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) identify areas where greater oversight or more rigorous enforcement is needed. For corporate strategists and marketing professionals, this research underlines the value of consistent, accurate, and ethical communication.
· 
· How it addresses an area of importance.  To understand how Tesco's ethical branding is viewed by consumers - and how it reflects actual business practice - has important implications for a broad set of stakeholders, including corporations, regulators, consumers, academics, and the industry at large. In today's growing sustainability-aware market, the integrity of environmental and ethical claims is essential to sustaining stakeholder trust and reputation.

	3
	Purpose of Research Activity
This study aims to explore the discrepancy between Tesco's ethical branding claims and actual actions, specifically greenwashing
· 




(is box should expand as you type)

	4
	Research Question
How do customers view Tesco's ethical branding and sustainability claims?



(this box should expand as you type)

	5
	Aims of Research Activity

Research aim is to examine the degree to which Tesco's ethical branding initiatives are consistent with its business practices, specifically highlighting greenwashing claims and their effects on consumer trust and brand reputation.

(this box should expand as you type)

	6
	Objectives of Research Activity

1. What are the key elements of Tesco's ethical branding and sustainability initiatives in the UK?
2. How has Tesco been accused of greenwashing, and by whom?
3. How do customers view Tesco's ethical branding and sustainability claims?
4. What are the likely consequences of greenwashing accusations on Tesco's brand image and customer trust?


(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Proposed methods (maximum 600 words)
Provide a brief summary of all the methods that may be used in the research activity, making it clear what specific techniques may be used. If methods other than those listed in this section are deemed appropriate later, additional ethical approval for those methods will be needed. You do not need to justify the methods here, but should instead describe how you intend to collect the data necessary for you to complete your project.

	7
	This study will take a qualitative case study design to investigate ethical branding and greenwashing at Tesco. This case study research is well-suited for examining complex social phenomena within real-life contexts (Adams, 2007). Since branding, stakeholder perception, and sustainability communication are multidimensional, a qualitative design will provide a better opportunity to understand context and meaning. This research will take an interpretivist epistemological position, which argues that reality is not fixed or objective, but socially, culturally, and contextually constructed. Interpretivism is well-suited to this study because greenwashing - and ethical branding more generally—is a concept rooted in individual perceptions, interpretations, and subjective meanings as much as, or more than, it is rooted in measurable or universal truths. Greenwashing is typically characterised by consumer scepticism, watchdog criticism, and discrepancies between claimed and actual behaviours, all of which are situated within particular social contexts. Taking an interpretivist position, this research seeks to explore how various stakeholders - particularly ethically aware consumers - interpret and perceive Tesco's sustainability claims and practices. This approach enables closer consideration of how trust, credibility, and ethical image are built in consumers' minds. It aligns with the study's overall objective: to consider stakeholder subjective experiences and opinions of Tesco's ethical branding initiatives. 
Data collection methods:
• Document analysis of Tesco's sustainability reports, CSR campaigns, and advertisements.
• Semi-structured interviews with 8–10 Tesco customers, chosen via purposive sampling.
• Content analysis of media coverage and third-party watchdog reports (Ethical Consumer, Greenpeace).
Sampling strategy: A non-probability purposive sampling strategy will be used in this research to select interviewees. The key selection criterion will be individuals who identify themselves as ethically-conscious consumers - those who actively take ethical, environmental, and social considerations into account when making their consumer choices.
This research will employ thematic analysis as the major method of analysing qualitative data gathered from interview transcripts and media documents.

	

	Location of research activity
Identify all locations where research activity will take place.

	8
	London, UK

(this box should expand as you type)

	
	Research activity outside of the UK
If research activity will take place overseas, you are responsible for ensuring that local ethical considerations are complied with and that the relevant permissions are sought. Specify any local guidelines (e.g. from local professional associations/learned societies/universities) that exist and whether these involve any ethical stipulations beyond those usual in the UK (provide details of any licenses or permissions required). Also specify whether there are any specific ethical issues raised by the local context in which the research activity is taking place, for example, particular cultural and/or legal sensitivities or vulnerabilities of participants. If you live in the country where you will do the research then please state this.

	9
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)



	10
	Use of documentation not in the public domain: Are any documents NOT publicly available? 

	NO
	☒

	
	
	YES
	☐

	11
	If Yes, please provide details here of how you will gain access to specific documentation that is not in the public domain and that this is in accordance with the current data protection law of the country in question and that of England and Wales.



(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Does your research relate to one or more of the seven aims of the Well-being of Future Generations (Wales) Act 2015?
	
YES
	
NO

	12
	A prosperous Wales
	☐
	☒

	13
	A resilient Wales
	☐
	☒

	14
	A healthier Wales
	☐
	☒

	15
	A more equal Wales
	☐
	☒

	16
	A Wales of cohesive communities
	☐
	☒

	17
	A Wales of vibrant culture and thriving Welsh language
	☐
	☒

	18
	A globally responsible Wales
	☐
	☒

	19
	If YES to any of the above, please give details:

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION F: Scope of Research Activity
	
	Will the research activity include:
	YES
	NO

	1
	Use of a questionnaire or similar research instrument?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Use of interviews?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Use of focus groups?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Use of participant diaries? 
	☐
	☒

	5
	Use of video or audio recording?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Use of computer-generated log files?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Participant observation with their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Participant observation without their knowledge?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Access to personal or confidential information without the participants’ specific consent?
	☐
	☒

	10
	Administration of any questions, test stimuli, presentation that may be experienced as physically, mentally or emotionally harmful / offensive?
	☐
	☒

	11
	Performance of any acts which may cause embarrassment or affect self-esteem?
	☐
	☒

	12
	Investigation of participants involved in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	13
	Use of procedures that involve deception?
	☐
	☒

	14
	Administration of any substance, agent or placebo?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Working with live vertebrate animals?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Procedures that may have a negative impact on the environment?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Other primary data collection methods. Please indicate the type of data collection method(s) below.
	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other primary data collection method:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	


If NO to every question, then the research activity is (ethically) low risk and may be exempt from some of the following sections (please refer to Guidance Notes).

If YES to any question, then no research activity should be undertaken until full ethical approval has been obtained. 

SECTION G: Intended Participants
If there are no participants then do not complete this section, but go directly to section H.

	
	Who are the intended participants:
	
YES
	
NO

	1
	Students or staff at the University?
	☐
	☒

	2
	Adults (over the age of 18 and competent to give consent)?
	☒
	☐

	3
	Vulnerable adults?
	☐
	☒

	4
	Children and Young People under the age of 18? (Consent from Parent, Carer or Guardian will be required)
	☐
	☒

	5
	Prisoners?
	☐
	☒

	6
	Young offenders?
	☐
	☒

	7
	Those who could be considered to have a particularly dependent relationship with the investigator or a gatekeeper?
	☐
	☒

	8
	People engaged in illegal activities?
	☐
	☒

	9
	Others. Please indicate the participants below, and specifically any group who may be unable to give consent.

	☐
	☒

	
	Details of any other participant groups:



(this box should expand as you type)
	
	



	
	Participant numbers and source
Provide an estimate of the expected number of participants. How will you identify participants and how will they be recruited? 

	10
	How many participants are expected?

	
8-10 participants (interviews)

(this box should expand as you type)

	11
	Who will the participants be?

	
customers 

(this box should expand as you type)

	12
	How will you identify the participants?
	The key selection criterion will be individuals who identify themselves as ethically-conscious consumers—those who actively take ethical, environmental, and social considerations into account when making their consumer choices.




	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	13
	Will you describe the main research procedures to participants in advance, so that they are informed about what to expect?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	14
	Will you tell participants that their participation is voluntary?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	15
	Will you obtain written consent for participation?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	16
	Will you explain to participants that refusal to participate in the research will not affect their treatment or education (if relevant)?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	17
	If the research is observational, will you ask participants for their consent to being observed?
	☐
	☐
	☒

	18
	Will you tell participants that they may withdraw from the research at any time and for any reason?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	19
	With questionnaires, will you give participants the option of omitting questions they do not want to answer?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	20
	Will you tell participants that their data will be treated with full confidentiality and that, if published, it will not be identifiable as theirs?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	21
	Will you debrief participants at the end of their participation, in a way appropriate to the type of research undertaken?
	☒
	☐
	☐

	22
	If NO to any of above questions, please give an explanation 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Information for participants:
	
YES
	NO
	
N/A

	24
	Will participants be paid?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	25
	Is specialist electrical or other equipment to be used with participants?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	26
	Are there any financial or other interests to the investigator or University arising from this study?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	27
	Will the research activity involve deliberately misleading participants in any way, or the partial or full concealment of the specific study aims?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	28
	If YES to any question, please provide full details 

	
	


(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION H: Anticipated Risks

	
	[bookmark: _Toc216189368][bookmark: _Toc216190466]
Outline any anticipated risks that may adversely affect any of the participants, the researchers and/or the University, and the steps that will be taken to address them. 

If you have completed a full risk assessment (for example as required by a laboratory, or external research collaborator) you may append that to this form.  

	[bookmark: _Toc216189369][bookmark: _Toc216190467]1
	[bookmark: _Toc216189370][bookmark: _Toc216190468]Full risk assessment completed and appended? 
	[bookmark: _Toc216189371][bookmark: _Toc216190469]Yes 
	☒

	
	
	[bookmark: _Toc216189373][bookmark: _Toc216190471]No
	☐

	2
	Risks to participants
For example: sector-specific health & safety, emotional distress, financial disclosure, physical harm, transfer of personal data, sensitive organisational information

	
	Risk to participants:
Emotional discomfort 
Fear of judgment 
Risk of being identified.
Concern that their responses may be misinterpreted 



(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to participants:

I recognize that participants may feel emotional discomfort discussing Tesco`s greenwashing sustainability practices. To address this, I will reassure them that they can skip questions or withdraw at any time. I will also ensure interviews are respectful to avoid fear of judgment. To protect confidentiality, I will anonymize data and use pseudonyms. Sensitive business information will be securely stored. Lastly, I will explain how responses will be used and allow participants to review their transcript to prevent misinterpretation.


	3
	If research activity may include sensitive, embarrassing or upsetting topics (e.g. sexual activity, drug use) or issues likely to disclose information requiring further action (e.g. criminal activity), give details of the procedures to deal with these issues, including any support/advice (e.g. helpline numbers) to be offered to participants. Note that where applicable, consent procedures should make it clear that if something potentially or actually illegal is discovered in the course of a project, it may need to be disclosed to the proper authorities

	
	
N/A

(this box should expand as you type)

	4
	Risks to the investigator
For example: personal health & safety, physical harm, emotional distress, risk of accusation of harm/impropriety, conflict of interest

	
	Risk to the investigator:

1. Personal health and safety when traveling or meeting unfamiliar individuals.
2. Physical harm during travel or face-to-face interactions.
3. Emotional distress from hearing sensitive or difficult information.
4. Risk of accusation of harm or impropriety by participants.
5. Potential conflict of interest if the investigator has a personal or professional stake in the topic.


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to the investigator:


To mitigate risks, I will conduct interviews in safe, professional settings and inform a trusted contact of the details. I will manage emotional distress by maintaining a balanced schedule and seeking supervision if needed. Clear communication with participants will ensure no accusations of impropriety, and I will disclose any potential conflicts of interest to maintain objectivity.

	5
	University/institutional risks
For example: adverse publicity, financial loss, data protection

	
	Risk to the University:
1. Reputational Damage
2. Face legal implications 




	How you will mitigate the risk to the University:

To mitigate risks to the University, I will ensure that all research follows ethical guidelines and university protocols to prevent any reputational damage. I will obtain ethical approval before data collection and handle all data with strict confidentiality to safeguard the University's credibility. To avoid financial loss, I will keep the study within the allocated budget and resources. Additionally, I will comply with all legal requirements, such as data protection laws, and seek legal advice if necessary, to minimize any potential legal implications.


	6
	Environmental risks
For example: accidental spillage of pollutants, damage to local ecosystems

	
	Risk to the environment:
N/A


(this box should expand as you type)
	How you will mitigate the risk to environment:

N/A

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Disclosure and Barring Service

	
	If the research activity involves children or vulnerable adults, a Disclosure and Barring Service (DBS) certificate must be obtained before any contact with such participants.
	YES

	NO

	N/A


	7
	Does your research require you to hold a current DBS Certificate?
	☐
	☒
	☐

	8
	If YES, please give the certificate number. If the certificate number is not available please write “Pending”; in this case any ethical approval will be subject to providing the appropriate certificate number.
	



SECTION I: Feedback, Consent and Confidentiality

	1
	Feedback
What de-briefing and feedback will be provided to participants, how will this be done and when? 

	
	

Participants will be provided with a summary of the research findings at the end of the study. This feedback will include an overview of the study's purpose, key outcomes, and how their participation contributed to the research. The feedback will be delivered either verbally (if applicable) or via email, depending on the format of the research. Participants will also have the opportunity to ask questions or request further clarification at this stage. This debriefing will occur immediately after data collection is complete or at the conclusion of their involvement in the study.
 
(this box should expand as you type)

	2
	Informed consent
Describe the arrangements to inform potential participants, before providing consent, of what is involved in participating. Describe the arrangements for participants to provide full consent before data collection begins. If gaining consent in this way is inappropriate, explain how consent will be obtained and recorded in accordance with prevailing data protection legislation.

	
	

Participants will receive a detailed information sheet prior to taking part in the research. This document will outline the purpose of the study, what participation involves, any potential risks or benefits, how their data will be used and stored, and their right to withdraw at any time without penalty. Participants will be given time to review this information and ask questions before providing consent. Consent will be documented through a signed consent form (for in-person research) or an electronic consent form (for online research), in compliance with current data protection legislation No data collection will begin until informed consent has been properly obtained and recorded.
(this box should expand as you type)

	3
	Confidentiality / Anonymity
Set out how anonymity of participants and confidentiality will be ensured in any outputs. If anonymity is not being offered, explain why this is the case. 

	
	

1. Participant’s actual name will not be used anywhere 
2. I will keep participants’ identities anonymous by using pseudonyms and removing any identifying information from the study results. All data will be stored securely, and only I will have access to it. Participants’ personal details will not be shared in any reports. If I need to include any identifying information, I will ask for their permission first. If full anonymity isn’t possible, I will let participants know in advance and ask for their consent.

(this box should expand as you type)



SECTION J: Data Protection and Storage

	
	Does the research activity involve personal data (as defined by the General Data Protection Regulation 2016 “GDPR” and the Data Protection Act 2018 “DPA”)?
	YES
	NO

	1
	“Personal data” means any information relating to an identified or identifiable natural person (‘data subject’). An identifiable natural person is one who can be identified, directly or indirectly, in particular by reference to an identifier such as a name, an identification number, location data, an online identifier or to one or more factors specific to the physical, physiological, genetic, mental, economic, cultural or social identity of that natural person. Any video or audio recordings of participants is considered to be personal data.
	☒
	☐

	
	If YES, provide a description of the data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	2
	Yes, my research involves personal data, including participants' names, roles, and any responses provided during interviews. If audio or video recordings are made, these will also be considered personal data. I need to collect this data to gather insights into participants' views on sustainability in business success. All personal identifiers will be removed or anonymized to ensure participants' privacy, and the data will be used solely for academic purposes.

)

	
	Does it involve special category data (as defined by the GDPR)?
	YES
	NO

	3
	“Special category data” means sensitive personal data consisting of information as to the data subjects’ –
(a) racial or ethnic origin,
(b) political opinions,
(c ) religious beliefs or other beliefs of a similar nature,
(d) membership of a trade union (within the meaning of the Trade Union and Labour Relations (Consolidation) Act 1992),
(e) physical or mental health or condition,
(f) sexual life,
(g) genetics,
(h) biometric data (as used for ID purposes),
	☐
	☒

	
	If YES, provide a description of the special category data and explain why this data needs to be collected:

	4
	


(this box should expand as you type)



	
	
Will data from the research activity (collected data, drafts of the thesis, or materials for publication) be stored in any of the following ways?
	YES
	NO

	5
	Manual files (i.e. in paper form)?
	☐
	☒

	6
	University computers?
	☒
	☐

	7
	Private company computers?
	☐
	☒

	8
	Home or other personal computers?
	☒
	☐

	9
	Laptop computers/ CDs/ Portable disk-drives/ memory sticks?
	☒
	☐

	10
	“Cloud” storage or websites?
	☒
	☐

	11
	Other – specify:

	☐
	☒

	12
	For all stored data, explain the measures in place to ensure the security of the data collected, data confidentiality, including details of backup procedures, password protection, encryption, anonymisation and pseudonymisation:

	
	1. Anonymization: I will use pseudonyms and remove identifying details from all data.
2. Secure Storage: I will store data on encrypted devices, with access limited to me.
3. Confidentiality: Any third parties will sign confidentiality agreements.
4. Data Sharing: I will only share data with authorized individuals, like my supervisor.
5. Data Disposal: After the study, I will securely delete or destroy all personal data.

(this box should expand as you type)



	
	Data Protection

	
	Will the research activity involve any of the following activities:
	YES
	NO

	13
	Electronic transfer of data in any form?
	☒
	☐

	14
	Sharing of data with others at the University outside of the immediate research team?
	☐
	☒

	15
	Sharing of data with other organisations?
	☐
	☒

	16
	Export of data outside the UK or importing of data from outside the UK?
	☐
	☒

	17
	Use of personal addresses, postcodes, faxes, emails or telephone numbers?
	☒
	☐

	18
	Publication of data that might allow identification of individuals?
	☐
	☒

	19
	Use of data management system?
	☒
	☐

	20
	Data archiving?
	☐
	☒

	21
	If YES to any question, please provide full details, explaining how this will be conducted in accordance with the GDPR and Data Protection Act (2018) (and any international equivalents, where appropriate):

	
	
Electronic Transfer of Data:
I will use secure, encrypted methods for transferring data, ensuring it's only shared with authorized individuals.
Use of Personal Emails:
I will use personal email accounts for research communication.
Use of Data Management System:
I will store data on a secure, encrypted system with controlled access .

	22
	List all who will have access to the data generated by the research activity:

	
	
The researcher and the supervisor 



	23
	List who will have control of, and act as custodian(s) for, data generated by the research activity:

	
	
The researcher 

	24
	Give details of data storage arrangements, including security measures in place to protect the data, where data will be stored, how long for, and in what form. Will data be archived – if so how and if not why not.  

	
	

I will securely store data using encryption to protect it. Access will be restricted to authorized users through strong authentication. I will store the data on both on-site servers and cloud services like AWS or Google Cloud. I will keep the data for as long as needed, based on legal requirements, and securely delete or anonymize it once it's no longer required.
(this box should expand as you type)

	25
	Please indicate if your data will be stored in the UWTSD Research Data Repository (see https://researchdata.uwtsd.ac.uk/ ).   If so please explain. (Most relevant to academic staff) 

	
	
No

(this box should expand as you type)

	26
	Confirm that you have read the UWTSD guidance on data management (see https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/library/research-data-management/)
	YES
	☒

	27
	Confirm that you are aware that you need to keep all data until after your research has completed or the end of your funding
	YES
	☒





SECTION K: Declaration
	
	The information which I have provided is correct and complete to the best of my knowledge. I have attempted to identify any risks and issues related to the research activity and acknowledge my obligations and the rights of the participants.

In submitting this application I hereby confirm that I undertake to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice which is published on the website: https://www.uwtsd.ac.uk/research/research-ethics/ 

	1
	Signature of applicant:
	Stoyan Ivanov
	Date: 25 October 2025




For STUDENT Submissions:
	2
	Director of Studies/Supervisor:
	Nishi Ramsurrun
	Date: 25/10/2025

	3
	Signature:
	

	



For STAFF Submissions:
	4
	Academic Director/ Assistant Dean:
	
	Date: 

	5
	Signature:
	

	



Checklist: Please complete the checklist below to ensure that you have completed the form according to the guidelines and attached any required documentation:
	☒
	I have read the guidance notes supplied before completing the form.

	☒
	I have completed ALL RELEVANT sections of the form in full.

	☒
	I confirm that the research activity has received approval in principle

	☐
	I have attached a copy of final/interim approval from external organisation (where appropriate)

	☒
	I have attached a full risk assessment (where appropriate)  ONLY TICK IF YOU HAVE ATTACHED A FULL RISK ASSESSMENT

	☒
	I understand that it is my responsibility to ensure that the above named research activity will meet the University’s Research Ethics and Integrity Code of Practice.

	☒
	I understand that before commencing data collection all documents aimed at respondents (including information sheets, consent forms, questionnaires, interview schedules etc.) must be confirmed by the DoS/Supervisor, module tutor or Academic Director.



	RESEARCH STUDENTS ONLY
Once complete, submit this form via the MyTSD Doctoral College Portal at (https://mytsd.uwtsd.ac.uk).


	RESEARCH STAFF ONLY
All communications relating to this application during its processing must be in writing and emailed to pgresearch@uwtsd.ac.uk , with the title ‘Ethical Approval’ followed by your name.


	STUDENTS ON UNDERGRADUATE OR TAUGHT MASTERS PROGRAMMES should submit this form (and receive the outcome) via systems explained to you by the supervisor/module leader.














[bookmark: _Toc216190473]Appendix 5 Interview Transcripts
[bookmark: _Toc216190474][bookmark: _Hlk215752318]Participant ID: P1
Gender: Female
Age: 34
Shopping Frequency: Weekly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: Moderate
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 29/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P1: Yes, I try to make ethical choices when possible and pay attention to sustainability claims.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P1: Yes, I shop there every week.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P1: Yes, I’m happy to participate.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P1: I think Tesco has a generally positive ethical image, but it feels mixed. They promote sustainability a lot in-store, but sometimes it seems more like branding rather than deep, organisational change.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P1: I know about their food donation programme, their recyclable packaging initiatives, and their efforts to cut plastic waste. I’ve also seen their carbon reduction targets mentioned on posters.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P1: Yes. I came across an online article suggesting Tesco overstated some of its plastic reduction achievements. It wasn’t a major scandal, but it made me wonder how accurate their claims are.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P1: I’m somewhat confident, but I do have doubts. Big companies often focus on promoting small improvements, so I feel like there’s usually more to the story.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P1: It definitely makes me hesitate. When I hear that a claim may not be fully true, it makes me question the rest of their messaging.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P1: I would still shop there because it’s convenient, but I would be more sceptical about products that market themselves as “eco-friendly”.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P1: More openness and evidence. For example, publishing clear progress reports and showing independent verification of their claims.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P1: Specific data that shows what they’ve achieved, rather than broad statements. External audits or certifications would also help.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P1: I think Tesco is similar to most supermarkets. They all make sustainability claims, but none are perfect or fully transparent.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P1: Be more honest about what they’re still struggling with. Consumers appreciate transparency, even when progress is slow.

[bookmark: _Toc216190475]Participant ID: P2
Gender: Male
Age: 29
Shopping Frequency: Shops 2–3 times per month
Sustainability Awareness: High
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 29/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P2: Yes, very much. I actively look for companies that have strong environmental commitments and avoid those with poor records.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P2: Yes, I shop at Tesco a few times each month.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P2: Yes, I agree.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P2: I would say Tesco tries to present itself as an environmentally responsible company. Their branding focuses a lot on sustainability now, especially in-store. But I feel that the image they project still doesn’t fully match their actual practices.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P2: I know about their carbon reduction targets, the partnership with food redistribution charities, and their commitment to making packaging fully recyclable. They also claim to be improving sourcing standards for certain products.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P2: Yes. I’ve seen reports from watchdog groups saying Tesco exaggerates its progress on plastic reduction. Some claims seemed more like marketing than measurable results.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P2: I’m cautious. I trust some claims, but in general, I believe most supermarkets use sustainability as a branding tool. Without independent verification, it’s hard to take everything at face value.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P2: They undermine trust significantly. If I feel a company is exaggerating, it makes me doubt the rest of their commitments too.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P2: Yes. I would reduce how often I shop there, especially for products marketed as “green”. I’m willing to pay slightly more elsewhere if I feel the company is genuinely responsible.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P2: Transparent reporting with numbers that can be verified. Also, working with reputable third-party organisations and publishing full details of audits and progress reports.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P2: Independent assessments, annual sustainability audits, and clear evidence of supply-chain improvements. Not just claims—actual data and timelines.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P2: I feel Tesco is slightly behind companies like the Co-op or Waitrose, who seem more genuinely committed. Tesco is better than some, like budget retailers, but they still have work to do.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P2: Eliminate vague claims and focus on measurable results. Being honest about challenges instead of pushing constant positive messaging would also improve credibility.

[bookmark: _Toc216190476]Participant ID: P3
Gender: Female
Age: 41
Shopping Frequency: Weekly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: Low
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 29/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P3: Not particularly. I try to make good choices, but it’s not something I actively focus on.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P3: Yes, I shop there every week.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P3: Yes.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P3: I would say Tesco seems like a normal supermarket. I don’t pay much attention to their ethical image, but they do have posters about recycling and helping charities.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P3: Mostly their plastic bag reduction and some signs about donating food. I’ve also noticed labels about responsibly sourced fish, but I don’t look into it deeply.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P3: No, I haven’t heard anything specific. I don’t really follow news about that kind of thing.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P3: I don’t question it much. I assume they’re telling the truth, but I don’t think about it very deeply either.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P3: If I heard something serious, it might make me think twice, but I doubt it would change my overall view. I see Tesco mainly as a place to shop, not something I judge on ethics.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P3: Probably not. I shop at Tesco because it’s close to my home and convenient.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P3: I think just being honest and showing proof when they make claims. But to be fair, it’s not something I actively look for.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P3: Clear explanations that are easy to understand. Nothing too complicated or technical.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P3: I think they’re similar. I don’t notice big differences between supermarkets when it comes to ethics.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P3: Maybe communicate things more simply so customers like me understand what they’re doing. But honestly, I don’t pay much attention to this side of things.

[bookmark: _Toc216190477]Participant ID: P4
Gender: Male
Age: 22
Shopping Frequency: Weekly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: High / strong environmental interest
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 29/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P4: Yes, definitely. I try to make choices that reduce my impact, especially around packaging and food waste.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P4: Yes, I shop there every week.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P4: Yes, I agree.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P4: Tesco looks like it is trying to become more sustainable, but I feel the effort is inconsistent. Some initiatives seem serious, but others feel like they’re just keeping up with competitors rather than leading meaningful change.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P4: The plastic reduction targets, surplus food donations, plant-based product expansion, and the reports about lowering their carbon footprint. I’ve also noticed signs about responsibly sourced materials.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P4: Yes. I remember reading criticism that their “recyclable packaging” claim was misleading because not all local councils actually accept those materials. Some environmental groups also said Tesco exaggerates the scale of its progress.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P4: I’m cautious. I look for evidence or third-party verification. Big retailers often highlight small improvements while ignoring the bigger picture.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P4: It reduces my trust quite a bit. If a company exaggerates one thing, it makes me question how credible any of their claims really are.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P4: It wouldn’t stop me from shopping there entirely, but I would choose products more carefully. I might also buy more from retailers who feel more genuinely committed to sustainability.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P4: Real transparency: independent audits, detailed reporting, and acknowledging where they are not performing well. Honesty about challenges is more trustworthy than constant positive messaging.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P4: Clear data on emissions, waste, and sourcing, verified by credible third parties. Also, regular updates that show progress over time rather than one-off achievements.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P4: I think they’re similar to most large supermarkets. Some do slightly better in specific areas, but overall, supermarkets seem to follow the same trends rather than making bold steps.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P4: Focus on meaningful, measurable actions rather than slogans. Partnering with respected environmental organisations and making long-term commitments public would help.

[bookmark: _Toc216190478]Participant ID: P5
Gender: Female
Age: 30
Shopping Frequency: shops twice a month
Sustainability Awareness: Moderate
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 29/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P5: Yes, to an extent. I try to make reasonably ethical choices, but I’m not overly strict about it.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P5: Yes, I shop there roughly every two weeks.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P5: Yes, I agree.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P5: I think Tesco is trying to appear ethical, but I’m not always sure how genuine it is. Their messaging is very polished, so it’s sometimes hard to tell what’s real progress and what’s just branding.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P5: I’ve noticed efforts around plastic reduction, recycling stations, and some of their products being labelled as responsibly sourced. I also know they work with food donation charities.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P5: Not in detail, but I’ve seen posts online questioning how accurate some of their sustainability claims are. People sometimes say large supermarkets exaggerate their environmental achievements.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P5: I’m moderately confident, but I do take things with a pinch of salt. I assume there’s some truth, but often the full picture isn’t shown.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P5: It makes me a bit wary. If I think they’re overstating something, it reduces my trust, even if I still shop there for practical reasons.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P5: They wouldn’t stop me completely, but I might pay more attention to what I’m buying. Maybe I’d choose fewer items that rely heavily on sustainability claims.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P5: More clarity about what they’re actually doing and less vague marketing. Simple comparisons showing year-by-year progress would be helpful.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P5: Clear statistics, easy-to-read reports, and explanations about how they measure improvements. Evidence that an independent organisation has reviewed their claims would also help.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P5: I think they’re about the same as most supermarkets. A few might be better in certain areas, but overall I don’t see huge differences.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P5: Be more transparent and open about areas where they need to improve. Showing real progress rather than just promotional messages would make a big difference.

[bookmark: _Toc216190479]Participant ID: P6
Gender: Male
Age: 50
Shopping Frequency: Weekly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: High
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 30/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P6: Yes, I do. I actively try to reduce waste and choose products with credible sustainability labels.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P6: Yes, I shop there every week.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P6: Yes, I’m happy to participate.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P6: Tesco presents itself as environmentally conscious, but in my view, the branding sometimes overshadows the actual substance. They highlight progress, but I often feel the messaging is ahead of the action.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P6: I know about their carbon reduction plans, food waste programmes, and attempts to eliminate unnecessary plastic. I’ve also seen initiatives around sustainable farming and their sourcing standards.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P6: Yes. I read about concerns that Tesco’s recycling claims were misleading because some packaging still ends up in landfill. There were also suggestions that certain “sustainable” products didn’t have strong evidence behind them.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P6: I always view them critically. Some claims may be genuine, but supermarkets have strong incentives to present the best possible image.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P6: They do damage trust. If there’s doubt about one claim, it makes me question the transparency of the entire company.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P6: I would still shop there because it’s convenient, but I might switch to more trusted brands within the store. I’d also reconsider buying products marketed as “sustainable” without strong evidence.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P6: Independent certification, public reporting of verified progress, and details about their supply chains. Being open about where improvements are still needed would also show maturity.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P6: More detailed sustainability reports, clearer labelling, and external audits. I appreciate straightforward data rather than promotional language.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P6: I’d say they’re similar to other major supermarkets. Some smaller retailers seem more genuinely committed, while larger ones like Tesco often balance sustainability with commercial priorities.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P6: Reduce generic marketing claims and present more quantifiable, independently verified information. Long-term goals are fine, but they should show clear progress towards them.

[bookmark: _Toc216190480]Participant ID: P7
Gender: Female
Age: 27
Shopping Frequency: Monthly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: Low
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 30/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P7: Not really. I try to be responsible, but I don’t actively look into sustainability issues.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P7: Yes, about once a month.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P7: Yes, I agree.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P7: I haven’t thought about it much. Tesco seems like a regular supermarket. I notice some recycling signs and eco messages, but I don’t pay close attention.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P7: Mostly the plastic bag reduction and maybe the donation stuff they mention sometimes. I’m not familiar with anything else.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P7: No, I’ve never heard anything like that. I don’t really follow news about supermarkets.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P7: I don’t question it much. I assume it’s probably true, but it’s not something I care about a lot.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P7: If someone told me Tesco exaggerated things, I might be surprised, but it wouldn’t change how I feel that much. I mainly go there for convenience.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P7: Not really. I don’t choose supermarkets based on environmental issues. Price and location matter more to me.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P7: Probably clearer information, but nothing too complex. I don’t have strong expectations in this area.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P7: Just simple explanations. If it’s too detailed, I probably wouldn’t read it.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P7: I think they’re similar. I don’t notice major differences between supermarkets.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P7: Maybe explain things more clearly and avoid using confusing slogans. But honestly, ethics don’t influence my shopping that much.

[bookmark: _Toc216190481]Participant ID: P8
Gender: Male
Age: 35
Shopping Frequency: Weekly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: Moderate
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 30/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P8: I’d say partly. I’m aware of sustainability issues, but I’m not strict about it.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P8: Yes, I shop there every week.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P8: Yes, I agree.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P8: Tesco tries to come across as responsible, especially with the posters about recycling and food waste. I think they’re making some effort, but it’s not always clear how much of it is genuine.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P8: The food donation programme, some recyclable packaging claims, and the push towards reducing plastic. I’ve also noticed their plant-based product section growing.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P8: I saw a few comments online suggesting Tesco exaggerates its environmental impact, but I’m not sure how accurate those posts were.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P8: I’m somewhat confident, but I still question things. Large companies often make claims that sound good but lack detail.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P8: It definitely lowers trust. Even if I keep shopping there, I become more sceptical about anything they promote as “green”.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P8: Not massively. I would still shop there for convenience, but I might compare more options or avoid products that seem over-marketed.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P8: Clear evidence of progress, not just targets. Showing data and explaining what they’ve achieved in real terms would build more trust.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P8: Third-party verification would help. Also, simple explanations of how sustainable a product actually is, instead of buzzwords.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P8: Very similar. Most supermarkets make similar claims, and I don’t see big differences in how transparent they are.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P8: More honesty about challenges and clear updates about progress. People appreciate transparency, even when the news isn’t perfect.

[bookmark: _Toc216190482]Participant ID: P9
Gender: Female
Age: 61
Shopping Frequency: Weekly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: Moderate
Special Note: Long-term Tesco customer
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 30/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P9: I try to be, but I wouldn’t say I follow everything closely. I make sensible choices where I can.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P9: Yes, I’ve shopped at Tesco for many years, usually every week.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P9: Yes, I’m happy to help.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P9: Tesco seems to put effort into appearing ethical. Over the years, I’ve noticed more information about recycling and food waste. They look like they’re trying, but I’m not always sure how deep the commitment is.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P9: I know about their food donation schemes and the emphasis on reducing plastic bags. I’ve also seen labels saying products are responsibly sourced, especially fish and some fruit.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P9: I’ve heard bits and pieces over the years, mostly in the news. Things about their packaging not being as recyclable as advertised. But I don’t follow these stories in depth.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P9: I take them with a bit of caution. Companies always try to present themselves well, so I assume there may be gaps between what they say and what they do.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P9: It does make me pause. I’ve been a loyal customer for decades, so I don’t like the idea that they might exaggerate. It affects trust, even if I still shop there.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P9: Not significantly. I’ve shopped there for so long that convenience and habit come first. But I might not believe their environmental claims as easily.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P9: Straightforward information and evidence. If they explain what they’ve done and back it up with proof, that would help reassure customers.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P9: Simple explanations, maybe short summaries showing what they’ve improved. Detailed reports are good, but they should make things easy for ordinary shoppers to understand.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P9: I think they’re similar to most. I haven’t noticed one supermarket being dramatically more ethical than the others.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P9: Be honest about what they still need to fix. Customers appreciate honesty, especially when it comes from a big company with a long history.

[bookmark: _Toc216190483]Participant ID: P10
Gender: Female
Age: 45
Shopping Frequency: Weekly Tesco shopper
Sustainability Awareness: High (strong interest in packaging and waste issues)
Interview Type: Semi-structured
Interview Date: 30/11/2025
Screening Questions
S1. Do you consider yourself an ethically conscious consumer?
P10: Yes, absolutely. I pay close attention to packaging, waste, and sustainability labels.
S2. Do you shop at Tesco at least occasionally?
P10: Yes, I shop at Tesco every week.
S3. Do you agree to participate voluntarily and anonymously in this interview?
P10: Yes, I’m happy to take part.
Main Interview Questions
Section 1: Perceptions of Tesco’s Ethical Branding
Q1. How would you describe Tesco’s overall ethical image based on what you have seen or experienced?
P10: Tesco makes an effort to present itself as ethical, especially in terms of reducing plastic and supporting recycling. But I still feel there are areas where the messaging sounds nicer than the actual results.
Q2. What sustainability or ethical initiatives from Tesco are you personally aware of?
P10: Their reusable packaging pilots, the recycling points inside stores, the campaigns about cutting plastic, and their work with food redistribution charities. I also pay attention to their packaging commitments because that’s something I care about a lot.
Section 2: Awareness of Greenwashing
Q3. Have you heard or read anything about Tesco being accused of greenwashing? If yes, what was it?
P10: Yes. I’ve come across articles pointing out that some of the “recyclable” packaging is not recyclable everywhere. That’s a big issue for me because misleading packaging claims really frustrate me.
Q4. When you see sustainability claims from Tesco or other supermarkets, how confident are you that these claims are accurate?
P10: I’m cautious. I always check the details. I’ve learned that sustainability claims can be exaggerated or simplified, so I never take them at face value.
Section 3: Trust and Consumer Behaviour
Q5. How do allegations of greenwashing influence your trust in Tesco?
P10: It definitely damages trust. If I find out that a packaging claim is misleading, I tend to question everything else the company says about sustainability.
Q6. Would such allegations affect your likelihood to shop at Tesco? If yes, how?
P10: I would still shop there, but I would avoid products with claims that seem questionable. I might also look for alternatives with clearer or certified labelling.
Section 4: Expectations and Authenticity
Q7. What do you expect from Tesco to demonstrate that their ethical or sustainability claims are genuine?
P10: Transparency, backed up with real evidence. For example, clear explanations of packaging materials, where they can be recycled, and independent assessments of their progress.
Q8. What type of transparency or information would make you feel more confident about Tesco’s ethical practices?
P10: Honest labelling, detailed sustainability reports, and third-party certifications. I want companies to be upfront about what still needs improvement.
Section 5: Personal Evaluation
Q9. Compared to other UK supermarkets, do you feel Tesco is more ethical, less ethical, or similar? Why?
P10: I think Tesco is similar to most supermarkets. Some do better on packaging clarity, but overall, the big retailers seem to be competing rather than leading truly innovative change.
Q10. What could Tesco do to improve the credibility of its ethical branding?
P10: Focus on clear, accurate information and remove vague marketing terms. Being transparent about the limitations of their packaging and sustainability efforts would build far more trust.



[bookmark: _Toc216190484]Appendix 6 Thematic Coding Table
	Participant Quote / Extract
	Initial Codes
	Theme Development
	Final Theme

	“Tesco tries to look ethical, but it feels more like marketing.” (P5)
	superficial branding; ethical image questioned; marketing-driven sustainability
	perception of insincerity; gap between image and reality
	Theme 1: Consumer Perception of Ethical Branding

	“They make it sound good but don’t explain how they measure anything.” (P5)
	lack of clarity; vague sustainability claims; missing evidence


	difficulty evaluating authenticity; selective disclosure concerns
	Theme 2: Awareness of Sustainability Claims & Scepticism

	“If one claim is exaggerated, it makes me doubt the rest.” (P1)
	mistrust; questioning honesty; spillover effect

	erosion of ethical trust; vulnerability to greenwashing
	Theme 3: Influence of Greenwashing Accusations on Trust

	“If an external organisation confirmed it, I’d trust it more.” (P10)
	desire for verification; need for independent evidence; accountability
	expectation of external validation; demand for transparency
	Theme 4: Expectations for Transparency & Authenticity

	“Being honest about what they still need to fix would build trust.” (P4)
	honesty valued; importance of openness; desire for realistic reporting
	authenticity built through balanced disclosure
	Theme 4: Transparency & Authenticity

	“What they call recyclable isn’t always recyclable everywhere.” (P4)
	misleading claims; recyclability confusion; consumer frustration

	perceived inconsistency; suspicion of greenwashing


	Theme 2 / Theme 3 (interlinking themes)
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Ethical Branding, Consumer Trust and
Perceptions of Greenwashing at Tesco

Objectives:

«  Toexplore how Tesco customers perceive the supermarket’s ethical
branding

+ To assess consumer awareness of sustainability claims and
accusations of greenwashing

«  To evaluate how such perceptions affect trust and shopping behaviour

«  Toidentify what forms of transparency consumers expect from Tesco.

Background

Ethical branding has become central to retail competition, yet claims of
sustainability often risk being perceived as greenwashing—where
environmental claims appear exaggerated, selective, o misleading
Tesco publicly promotes initiatives on carbon reduction, plastic packaging
and food waste, yet consumer trust depends on how credible and
evidence-based these claims appear.

This study investigates how Tesco customers interpret these messages
and what shapes their perceptions of authenticity.

Conceptual Framework

Methods:

Research Design: Qualtative, interpretivist approach
Data Collection: 10 semi-structured interviews with Tesco customers
(aged 22-61)

Sampling: Purposive — ethically conscious consumers and regular
Tesco shoppers.

Analysis: Braun & Clarke’s (2006) six-phase thematic analysis
Themes identified:

1. Consumer Perception of Tesco's Ethical Branding

2. Awareness of Sustainabilty Claims and Consumer Scepticism

3. Influence of Greenwashing Accusations on Trust

4. Consumer Expectations for Transparency

Results:
1. Awareness is limited but present

Participants recognised recycling messages and packaging reduction claims, but

depth of understanding was low.

I know they say they re reducing plastic, but I don't know how much is actually true.”

2. Inconsistencies reduce credibility

Customers felt Tesco’s messaging “sounds good” but lacks detail or measurable

progress.
“They promote sustainabilty, but they dor't show proof.”
3. Greenwashing accusations strongly affect trust

Even participants unaware of specific allegations expressed scepticism toward broad,

unverified claims.
“If s all talk with no evidence, | don't trust it."
4. Demand for transparency and verification

Shoppers want third-party audits, clearer data and more honest communication.

“Show the numbers, show independent checks — then Il believe it.*

Discussion and Implications:

Theoretical

«  Confirms stakeholder theory: trust requires transparency and
accountability.

+  Demonstrates the importance of CSR authenticity and evidence-
based communication.

Industry

+  Supermarkets must move beyond generic sustainability slogans
and provide measurable progress updates.

«  Increased demand for externally assured ESG reports.

Policy

+  Findings align with the EU Green Claims Directive, which aims to
prevent misleading environmental claims.

- OECD analysis shows global concem about vague or
unsubstantiated sustainability messaging

Conclusion

Tesco communicates multiple sustainability
initiatives, yet consumer understanding is limited
and trust is weakened by perceived inconsistencies.
Customers expect clearer, evidence-backed
environmental communication and independent
verification before accepting ethical claims.
Improving transparency is essential for rebuilding
trust and demonstrating genuine commitment to
sustainability.

Recommendations:

«  Provide clear, simple sustainability performance
data (annual metrics).

+  Adopt third-party verification for environmental
claims.

« Increase visibility of progress on plastic, waste
and emissions goals.

«  Ensure consistency between marketing
messages and real operational outcomes.
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