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The implementation of corporate social responsibility in TESCO
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) refers to the responsibilities that an organisation takes to the society that it is based and operate which indicates the organisation is socially responsible and environmentally sustainable (Marine Management Organisation, 2014). With its potential benefits such as improving financial performance, increasing staff commitment and building a better relationship with customers (Jones et al., 2008), it has become a kind of widely accepted business practices of our time (Tennant, 2015). Moreover, this sort of business practices can also contribute to the development of communities, boost the local economy as well as environment protection (Mehahad and Bounar, 2019; Yang et al., 2019; Jones et al., 2008).

As one of the traditional ‘big four’ of retailing industry in the UK, Tesco enjoys a stable position in the market (MarketLine, 2015). Established in 1920s, Tesco now owns approximately 6800 stores around the world with a total of 450,000 employees (Tesco, 2019). Given such a big scale, there is no doubt that its behaviours tend to make a significant difference to the market and society (MarketLine, 2015). Therefore, making sure that it operates in an ethical way is necessary. 


The most frequent issues that Tesco has claimed involve food waste, health and its efforts to promote the development of communities (Kucharska, 2019). Despite that the public appreciates the transparency of Tesco’s report, whether it sticks to the commitments is equally significant (Swaffield et al., 2018). However, the implementation of responsibilities in these issues in Tesco vary.

When it comes to the issue of food waste, it is a repeatedly emphasised issue in Tesco’s CSR reports which is also widely concerned by the public (House of Lords, 2014). At least 1.3 billion tonnes of food are wasted each year and it has become a serious problem globally (House of Lords, 2014). Food retailers are a notorious source of food waste. For instance, Tesco declared that in 2013, it contributed to approximately 57000 tonnes of food waste within its UK operations (Tesco, 2014). 
On the one hand, Tesco indeed has implemented several specific actions to tackle the problem of food waste (Swaffield et al., 2018). For example, in 2014, Tesco agreed to publish its figure of wasting food across its supply chains. In addition, it has cooperated with charities to redistribute the edible food to people who are suffering food shortage (Spring et al., 2019). In the year 2016/17, this method was reported to avoid 11424 tonnes of wasted food. Another recognised action is that it has withdrawn the promotion strategies that potentially lead to more food waste. For example, it is said that it has ended bulky discounts on large bags of salad which is considered as ‘one of the biggest waste culprits with about 40% thrown out in the stores or by customers’ (Thorpe, 2014). There are also several parameters that are set to evaluate its performance in food wasting since the strategy of ‘Little Helps Plan’ is implemented.
On the other hand, there is still a debate of the efforts of Tesco on food waste. Despite a decreasing percentage of food waste, the absolute number of wasting food is still quite large. For example, according to its 2015 report, this figure was 55400 tonnes. Worse yet, the total amount of food waste was 59400 tonnes in its 2016 report (Swaffield, 2018). Moreover, several promotion tactics that may result in food waste still exist. For example, the bulky discounts of salad are not ended up completely (Thorpe, 2014).

Another issue that is addressed in Tesco is healthy choice with regard of providing and selecting. Considering there are a variety of unhealthy food in the supermarket, such as soft drinks, snack foods and candy (Hervert-Escobar et al., 2017), the retailer is blame to one of the main sources of obesity and diabetes (Tran et al., 2019).
For one thing, the organisation is endeavouring to improve the situation. Sweets and chocolates have been removed from the checkouts which was supported by 65% of customers (Anonymous, 2014). Furthermore, it has started to provide food with less calories. For example, the sugar content of its Own Brand baked beans has been reduced 20% in 2018/19. Under the pressure of the government, Tesco has also reduced the percentage of sugar of its own-brand soft drinks (Bosley, 2016). In addition, Tesco has launched ‘Free Fruits for Kids’ initiative to encourage the consumption of fruits and vegetables. 96 million pieces of fruits have been given away through its initiative and welcomed by customers (Bosley, 2016).
For another, what needs to be noticed is that apart from physical health, mental health also cannot be ignored. However, several actions of the retailer indicate the damage to public mental health. For example, ‘Tesco used to sell a costume described as 'psycho ward patient' comprising an orange boiler suit and plastic jaw restraint’ (Anon, 2013) which was widely criticised.

When it comes to the community, although Tesco has concentrated on becoming good neighbours (Tesco, 2018), for example, it asserted that it embeds this guideline through providing more opportunities for young people to tackle the problem of unemployment (Tesco, 2019), its performance in community, in other words, ‘place’ mentioned in the ‘Little Helps Plan’ is not as satisfying as it has reported.
First of all, Tesco has a reputation of defying grocery code of practice, especially in terms of the protection of suppliers (Butler, 2015). The most concerned issues of suppliers include ‘delays in payments, changes in contract terms, unjustified charges for consumer complaints about a product, demands for contributions to marketing costs, and a lack of compensation when a retailer made errors in forecasting the amount of product they required’ (Butler, 2015). Although Tesco stresses the relationship with its suppliers all the time, its rank of main retailers in terms of the compliance of grocery code from the perspective of suppliers was not positive which was nearly in the bottom (Butler, 2015).
Furthermore, the retailer believes that it is providing more job opportunities to deal with the issue of unemployment, especially for young people (Tesco, 2019). However, facing the pressure of high cost, Tesco starts to relieve it through laying off. In 2019, this intention influenced approximately 9000 employees (Eric, 2019). Worse yet, despite opening more stores offers additional jobs to some extent, those people who own independent grocery stores such as butchers and bakers in communities are vulnerable to suffer from it given that they are disadvantageous in terms of the intense competition (Meltzer and Schuetz, 2012).
Moreover, the conflicts between communities and the retailer is also a stressful issue that cannot be ignored. For example, it was reported that there was a riot of opposing the building of Tesco stores in Bristol in 2011 (Clement, 2012). Considering what discussed above, there is still a long way for Tesco to build a more harmonious and mutually beneficial relationship with communities it operates in.

Overall, the performance of building relationship with communities in Tesco is most dissatisfying comparatively, while it indeed spares several efforts in issues of food waste and health, although more energy needs to be devoted. However, these three fields are generally emphasised in Tesco. When it comes to the specific strategies during different periods, a fact is that its strategies of corporate social responsibility have been changed at least three times during the recent ten years (MarketLine, 2015).

During the period between 2011 to 2013, its corporate social responsibility strategy could be described as ‘using their scale for good’ (MarketLine, 2015) which ended up in the May 2013. It mainly focused on four fields: product, environment, health and community (Swaffield et al., 2018; Bosley, 2016). Despite it claimed its success in producing and selling products responsibly through working together with suppliers (Tesco, 2012), the severe issue of food wasting was not mentioned until the report of 2013 was published (Thorpe, 2014). Moreover, it aims at achieving the goal of zero-carbon by 2050 and makes a series of commitments, but it was not involved in the ‘three big ambitions’ in its 2013 report (MarketLine, 2015).

The declaration of a new corporate responsibility strategy in May 2013 indicated that its focus was changed into the second stage which was lasted to 2017 (Kucharska, 2019). In the second stage, its strategy focused on tackling three urgent issues which were food waste, health and unemployment of young people. What needs to be noticed is that in the 2013/14 report, the specific figure of wasting food across its whole supply chain was disclosed in the first time. 56580 tonnes food of Tesco were wasted in that year which astonished the public (Tesco, 2014). From then on, dealing with the issue of food waste was on the agenda. 

The sign of the third stage is that Tesco launched the ‘Little Helps Plan’ in 2017. This plan divides its strategy into three parts: product, people and place. In fact, despite the title has been changed, the focus did not alter too much. For example, the core of ‘product’ is food waste and healthy choice which have been emphasised since 2014 (Thorpe, 2014). The focus of ‘people’ is the wellbeing of its staffs including their skills and rewards (Kucharska, 2019). The term of ‘place’ aims to ‘become good neighbours’ to the community. A noticeable change is that since the ‘Little Helps Plan’ was launched, Tesco has set a series of actions and Key Performance Indicators (KPIs) to evaluate its progress in the three main categories respectively (Kucharska, 2019).

Furthermore, the transparency of the implementation of corporate responsibility in an organisation is also an important parameter to consider (Dubbink et al., 2008). As many other large-scale public companies, Tesco discloses its corporate social responsibility report annually. In fact, its performance in transparency is better than many of its competitors. For example, Tesco is one of rare retailers to publish the specific figure of food waste across its whole supply chain (Leyland, 2018). Moreover, the dynamic efficiency is also an indicator to evaluate transparency policies in an organisation (Dubbink et al., 2008). It refers to that transparency makes it possible to distinguish well performed companies from badly performed companies. As a traditional ‘big four’ in the retailing industry, Tesco accounts for a large market share which is exceeding 25% (MarketLine, 2015). Actually, its transparency contributes to its well performance in the market to some extent. Moreover, Tesco gained its membership of UK Global Compact in 2015 which is such an initiative that encourages businesses around the world to adopt sustainable and socially responsible policies (Evans and Mason, 2019). It also indicates the determination that Tesco is willing to be more transparent and promote its performance in corporate responsibility.


To sum up, the focus of Tesco’s corporate responsibility has changed three times in the last decade (MarketLine, 2015). Through summarising these changes, there is a fact that the corporate responsibility strategy of Tesco has changed from broadly to concentratedly which refers to it mainly focuses on three significant issues: food waste, health and the relationship with communities at present (Kucharska, 2019). 
However, its performance in the three fields is not completely in line with what it claimed. When it comes to food waste, although it is appreciated by the public that Tesco makes the specific figure transparent, the total number of the food waste was astonishing (Tesco, 2014). Worse yet, the number was even larger in 2015/16 than that of 2013/14. Its promise of ending the multi-buy offers of salad which is considered as an important waste source is not achieved.
In terms of health, it did apply several actions to promote health choice such as reducing sugar and calorie content of its products and launching ‘Free Fruits for Kids’ initiative to encourage the consumption of vegetables and fruits (Bosley, 2016). However, its actions in caring for people’s mental health are not satisfying considering it has ever sold unappropriated costumes (Anon, 2013).
Moreover, its behaviours in the field of community are especially inefficient. It raged suppliers with defying the grocery code of practice and threatened the survival of local grocery shops as well as leaded to riots in the community (Butler, 2015; Clement, 2012).
When it comes to the transparency, it positively reports the figure of food waste across its whole supply chain while many of its competitors do not (Thorpe, 2014). In addition, it is a member of UN Global Compact which contributes to promote the influence of corporate responsibilities (Evans and Mason, 2019). All these actions indicate that it performs better in transparency than other retailers.
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