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Abstract
Boards of directors sit at the heart of how companies are run, yet questions about whether specific board characteristics actually make firms more profitable remain surprisingly difficult to settle empirically. This paper tackles that question within the UK retail sector, a setting that has so far attracted little dedicated quantitative attention in the governance literature despite its economic significance and the governance pressures retail firms face.

Drawing on publicly available annual reports, I constructed a panel dataset covering ten retail companies whose shares trade on the London Stock Exchange, spanning five consecutive financial years from 2019 through 2023, which yields fifty firm-year observations in total. 
For each company and each year, I recorded five things about the board: how many directors there were in total, what percentage of them were women, what percentage held a postgraduate degree, whether the CEO and the chairperson were the same person or two different people, and what percentage were non-executive directors. To measure how well each company was performing financially, I used two figures taken straight from their annual reports: return on assets and return on equity. I also noted each company’s size and how much debt it was carrying, since both of these are known to affect profitability and needed to be accounted for.

The analytical strategy moves from description toward inference in a deliberate sequence. Shapiro-Wilk tests check distributional assumptions, z-scores identify extreme observations, Mann-Whitney U tests and Kruskal-Wallis tests address group-level comparisons without relying on normality assumptions, Pearson correlation maps out pairwise associations, and hierarchical multiple regression then isolates the unique contribution of each governance variable after accounting for controls. Three theoretical perspectives frame the hypotheses: Agency Theory, which treats monitoring structures as the primary mechanism for aligning managerial incentives with shareholder welfare; Resource Dependence Theory, which views board composition as a pipeline for bringing expertise, legitimacy, and external networks into the firm; and Stewardship Theory, which challenges the monitoring-centred view by suggesting that enabling leaders rather than constraining them may better serve performance.

The paper is a research proposal that anticipates, rather than reports, empirical findings, but the analytical plan and dataset are fully developed and ready for execution. Expected contributions include sector-specific evidence on how governance composition shapes profitability outcomes in UK retail, and a direct empirical test of whether the three theoretical perspectives offer complementary or competing predictions in this context.
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1 Introduction

Large UK retailers employ hundreds of thousands of people, serve millions of customers every week, and generate revenues that place them among the most economically significant businesses in the country. Despite this prominence, relatively little academic research has examined whether the way these companies are governed at board level has any measurable bearing on how profitably they operate. That gap is the starting point for this paper.

Corporate governance has occupied academic researchers and policy makers for several decades, with interest intensifying sharply after high-profile corporate failures in the early 2000s and again following the 2008 financial crisis. Much of the resulting literature draws on firms from the United States or from broad cross-sector UK samples, which limits what can be inferred about any particular industry. Retail is distinct from most sectors in that it operates on thin margins, faces rapid shifts in consumer demand, depends heavily on supply-chain management, and has been exposed to intense disruption from e-commerce. Whether governance structures that appear to work well in diversified samples also drive performance within this particular competitive environment is an open question.

This study approaches the question quantitatively, using secondary data from annual reports published between 2019 and 2023. The choice of these years is deliberate: the period spans the pandemic and its immediate aftermath, providing variation in operating conditions that strengthens the analytical value of the panel.

1.1 Research Aim and Research Question
The central aim of this work is to establish whether measurable board-level characteristics predict variation in the profitability of UK-listed retail firms, and if so, which attributes carry the strongest associations. Rather than testing every conceivable governance dimension, the study focuses on five variables that appear consistently in the corporate governance literature and that can be measured reliably from publicly available annual report disclosures.

Research Question: 
Does the way a company’s board is put together affect how profitable it is? Specifically, does it make a difference how many directors sit on the board, how many of them are women, how many hold a postgraduate qualification, whether the same person is both CEO and chairperson, and how many are non-executive directors? This study looks at ten UK retail companies on the London Stock Exchange and uses their return on assets and return on equity figures from 2019 to 2023 to find out.

1.2 Research Objectives
Three specific objectives operationalise the research aim:

Objective 1: To quantify the relationships linking board composition variables to profitability metrics in the UK retail sector over the 2019 to 2023 window, applying descriptive statistics, association testing, and regression modelling to the panel dataset.

Objective 2: To compare profitability levels across sub-groups defined by retail sub-sector membership and CEO duality status, using non-parametric tests appropriate to the small sample size and non-normal data distributions that are typical of panel datasets of this kind.

Objective 3: To assess how well Agency Theory, Resource Dependence Theory, and Stewardship Theory account for the direction and magnitude of the observed governance-performance relationships in the specific context of UK retail, and to identify where the empirical evidence confirms or challenges their predictions.

The remainder of this paper is structured in five further sections. Section 2 surveys the relevant academic literature and pinpoints the specific gaps this study is designed to address. Section 3 presents the theoretical framework and derives the five directional hypotheses that will be tested. Section 4 explains all methodological choices in detail, from sample construction to statistical procedures. Section 5 discusses the findings that the analysis is anticipated to produce, and Section 6 draws conclusions and outlines practical and theoretical implications.


2. Literature Review
2.1 The UK Corporate Governance Environment
The United Kingdom operates within one of the most developed and institutionally embedded corporate governance systems anywhere. Governance expectations for listed companies are written down in the UK Corporate Governance Code. This document was first created after the Cadbury Committee published its report in 1992, and it has been updated several times since then. The most recent major update was in 2018 (Financial Reporting Council, 2018). The Code works on a comply-or-explain basis, which means every company it applies to must either follow its rules or publicly explain why they have chosen not to that they are following its provisions or provide a clear public explanation for any departures. It covers the composition, operation, and evaluation of boards, the division of responsibilities between those who lead and those who oversee the business, and the management of audit and internal risk.

The 2018 revision gave renewed emphasis to the importance of board independence, calling for the majority of board members at larger companies to hold independent non-executive roles, and for the offices of chief executive and chair to be occupied by separate individuals. These provisions connect directly to the variables this study examines. On the question of gender representation, the Hampton-Alexander Review published in 2016 pushed for female directors to account for at least a third of FTSE 350 board seats by the end of 2020 (Hampton and Alexander, 2016). By 2024, average female representation on FTSE 100 boards had reached 42 per cent according to the Spencer Stuart UK Board Index (Spencer Stuart, 2025), reflecting real progress but also masking considerable variation across sectors and firm sizes.

What the literature has not adequately addressed is how governance operates specifically within retail. Kyere and Ausloos (2021) drew on a substantial sample of LSE-listed businesses but treated all sectors together without disaggregating by industry. Retail is a category with its own operational characteristics, including sensitivity to seasonal demand, significant dependence on physical store estates alongside digital channels, and workforce structures that differ markedly from financial services or manufacturing. Whether the governance provisions that correlate with performance in diversified samples function similarly within retail is precisely the knowledge gap that motivates this study.

2.2 Board Size and Firm Profitability
The question of how many directors a board should contain has generated a substantial body of empirical research without producing a settled answer. Early contributions tended to favour smaller boards on efficiency grounds. Jensen (1993) argued that boards exceeding seven or eight members become unwieldy, with coordination problems growing faster than the collective expertise the additional members bring. Yermack (1996) tested this proposition on a large US sample and found consistent support for a negative relationship between headcount and Tobin's Q, a market-based performance measure. Lipton and Lorsch (1992) reached similar conclusions in an influential practitioner-oriented paper that recommended keeping boards lean.
Later research told a different story though. Kyere and Ausloos (2021) looked at UK companies and actually found that bigger boards went hand in hand with better financial performance. Their explanation was that more directors means more connections and a wider range of knowledge and experience at the table. This fits with Resource Dependence Theory (Pfeffer and Salancik, 1978), which sees directors not just as people who keep an eye on management, but as links between the company and the outside world. Coles, Daniel, and Naveen (2008) added another layer to this, finding that the right board size really depends on how complicated the business is. More complex companies tended to do better with more directors, because there was simply more ground to cover.
Within the retail sector, boards of the ten companies in this sample average around eight to ten members. Whether larger boards in this sector correspond to stronger profitability, or whether the coordination costs identified in earlier research outweigh the resource benefits, remains unknown. The hypothesis for this study follows the majority of the UK evidence, anticipating a positive association between board size and profitability, while acknowledging that the retail context may produce different results from general samples.

2.3 Gender Composition and Financial Outcomes
Gender diversity at board level has attracted more scholarly attention than virtually any other governance variable over the past two decades. The intellectual foundations for expecting a positive relationship between female representation and performance draw on two main sources. Resource Dependence Theory predicts benefits through distinct networks, professional backgrounds, and decision-making styles that women often bring to leadership roles. Research on group processes suggests that cognitively diverse groups generate more thorough deliberation and are less susceptible to collective errors in judgement (Post and Byron, 2015). Policy pressure in the UK through the Hampton-Alexander Review formalised diversity targets and made this an area of active management attention.

The actual research evidence is more complicated than the policy push for diversity might suggest. Brahma, Nwafor, and Boateng (2021) studied FTSE 350 companies over five years and found a clear positive link between having more women on the board and higher return on assets. Adams and Ferreira (2009) found that female directors showed up to board meetings more regularly and tended to keep a closer eye on how the CEO was performing. Carter, Simkins, and Simpson (2003) found positive effects on firm value in a large US sample. Against this, Sila, Gonzalez, and Hagendorff (2016) found no significant relationship in a UK study once they controlled for the reverse causality problem that arises when more profitable firms attract more female directors. Post and Byron's (2015) meta-analysis, which synthesised findings across 140 studies, concluded that positive effects are genuine but modest in magnitude and most pronounced in environments where shareholder rights receive strong legal protection.

For UK retail specifically, Owen and Temesvary (2018) found positive effects of female board representation in banking, but retail has not been examined in isolation. This study anticipates a positive association between the female share of board seats and profitability, consistent with the balance of UK evidence, but the sector-specific finding may diverge.

2.4 Director Qualifications and Performance
Beyond gender, the educational backgrounds of directors represent a governance dimension that has received increasing attention, partly under the influence of human capital theory (Becker, 1964). The underlying argument is that directors with advanced academic qualifications bring structured analytical skills, familiarity with technical knowledge domains, and broader professional networks that improve the quality of strategic oversight and advice.

Gottesman and Morey (2006) found that the educational credentials of chief executives were positively associated with the financial performance of the funds they managed, suggesting that formal qualifications carry productive value in leadership contexts. Hermalin and Weisbach (2003) reviewed the broader governance literature and concluded that board composition, including the skills and backgrounds of members, shapes monitoring quality. For retail boards, the relevance of qualifications may be particularly salient given the operational complexity that comes with managing large supply chains, digital transformation, and consumer behaviour analytics.

This study anticipates a positive relationship between the proportion of board members holding postgraduate qualifications and financial performance, on the grounds that higher formal education is associated with stronger analytical capacity and broader knowledge resources.

2.5 CEO Duality and Governance Independence
When a single individual simultaneously holds the positions of chief executive and board chairperson, governance researchers describe this arrangement as CEO duality. The significance of duality lies in what it implies for board independence: a chair who is also the operational leader of the company cannot simultaneously act as an independent check on that same leader's decisions. Agency Theory (Jensen and Meckling, 1976) treats independent oversight as central to managing the conflict of interests between executives and shareholders, and by this logic duality represents a structural impediment to effective governance. Fama and Jensen (1983) developed this argument further, proposing that the separation of ownership control from management decisions is fundamental to limiting opportunistic behaviour. The UK Corporate Governance Code reflects this reasoning explicitly, strongly recommending that the roles be kept separate, which is why duality is uncommon among UK-listed firms.

Stewardship Theory, developed by Donaldson and Davis (1991), takes a contrasting view. Where agency theorists see executives as potential self-interest maximisers who require external constraint, stewardship theorists propose that most executives are intrinsically motivated to serve organisational goals. Under this view, combining the CEO and chair roles could improve decision-making speed and coherence by giving a trusted leader the authority to act without navigating board-level friction. Rechner and Dalton (1991) found mixed long-run outcomes when comparing the two structures. Pi and Timme (1993) found that duality corresponded to weaker operating efficiency in a banking sample, supporting the agency theory argument. Kyere and Ausloos (2021) found that non-duality was associated with stronger profitability in their UK study.

This study expects that companies with separated roles will record stronger profitability outcomes than those where the same person holds both positions, consistent with the agency theory prediction and the weight of the UK empirical evidence.

2.6 Non-Executive Director Proportion
Non-executive directors occupy a distinctive position in the governance architecture of UK companies. Unlike executive directors, who are full-time employees with operational responsibilities, non-executives sit on the board primarily to provide independent oversight and strategic counsel. The UK Corporate Governance Code says that for large listed companies, at least half of the board should be made up of independent non-executive directors. The idea behind this is to make sure the board can properly challenge and question management decisions without being influenced by the kind of personal interests that come with running the business day to day (Financial Reporting Council, 2018). Agency Theory supports a high non-executive proportion on the grounds that independent directors reduce the agency costs that arise when managers pursue personal objectives at shareholders' expense (Jensen and Meckling, 1976; Fama and Jensen, 1983).

Weir, Laing, and McKnight (2002) found a modest positive effect of board independence on performance in a UK sample. Kyere and Ausloos (2021) documented a positive link between non-executive proportion and return on assets, reinforcing the monitoring argument. A dissenting body of work cautions that very high non-executive proportions can reduce the operational knowledge available at the table, making boards less capable of providing useful strategic advice. Adams, Hermalin, and Weisbach (2010) reviewed this tension and concluded that the relationship is likely non-linear. For retail, where sector-specific operational knowledge is particularly valuable given the pace of competitive change, the optimal balance between monitoring capacity and operational insight may differ from other industries.

The study expects a positive relationship between non-executive director share and profitability, reflecting the monitoring argument, while acknowledging that the retail sector's operational complexity could attenuate this effect.

2.7 Measuring Financial Performance: ROA and ROE
Financial performance can be measured in multiple ways, each with different properties and interpretations. This study uses return on assets and return on equity, both of which are accounting-based profitability ratios calculated directly from balance sheet and income statement data published in annual reports.

Return on assets divides net profit by total assets, capturing how efficiently a company generates profit from its asset base regardless of how those assets are financed. It is widely used in governance research because it reflects operational profitability without being inflated by leverage effects (Kyere and Ausloos, 2021). Return on equity divides net profit by shareholders' equity, indicating the return generated for each unit of shareholder capital. ROE is more sensitive to capital structure decisions because borrowing amplifies returns when the business performs well and depresses them when it does not (Brahma et al., 2021). Using both measures gives a more complete picture of performance and allows the analysis to check whether governance effects are consistent across profitability concepts or specific to one.

For UK retail, both measures carry clear economic interpretations. A retailer with a high ROA converts its store assets, inventory, and distribution infrastructure into profit efficiently. A retailer with a high ROE generates strong returns for its equity investors, which matters for access to capital and long-run sustainability.


3. Theoretical Framework
Three complementary theoretical perspectives frame the hypotheses that this study tests. Each originates from a different intellectual tradition but all three speak directly to the question of how board structure shapes firm outcomes. Rather than selecting one and discarding the others, this paper uses all three to generate a set of directional predictions that can be evaluated against the empirical evidence, which may in turn reveal where the theories converge and where they compete.

3.1 Agency Theory
Agency Theory, first set out systematically by Jensen and Meckling (1976) and subsequently extended by Fama and Jensen (1983), offers what has become the most widely applied theoretical foundation in corporate governance research. Its starting point is the observation that the people who own a company (shareholders) and those who run it (executives) typically have different objectives. Managers may prioritise their own job security, remuneration, or expansion of organisational scope, sometimes at the expense of strategies that would generate the strongest long-term returns for shareholders. The costs arising from this misalignment, together with the costs of monitoring and the residual loss that persists despite monitoring, are collectively described as agency costs.

The board of directors is the primary institutional mechanism for managing this conflict. Boards act on behalf of shareholders, evaluating executive performance, approving major strategic decisions, and setting compensation in ways intended to link managerial rewards to shareholder value. Under agency theory, governance arrangements that strengthen board independence should reduce agency costs and ultimately produce superior financial outcomes. For this study, the theory generates expectations that CEO and chair role separation, a higher proportion of non-executives, and greater board qualifications will each independently be associated with stronger profitability.

3.2 Resource Dependence Theory
Resource Dependence Theory, formulated by Pfeffer and Salancik (1978), redirects attention from the control function of boards toward their resource provision function. Where agency theory asks how boards constrain managers, Resource Dependence Theory asks what boards bring to the firm. Directors serve as connections between the company and its external environment, channelling in the knowledge, expertise, legitimacy, and relationship capital that the organisation needs but cannot easily generate internally. A director with extensive industry experience contributes market insight; one with financial expertise improves capital allocation decisions; one with government connections eases regulatory navigation.

This perspective predicts that board diversity in its various dimensions, including gender, professional background, and formal qualifications, should enhance the resource base of the board and, through it, the strategic capabilities of the firm. Board size also matters under this theory: a larger board provides access to a wider and deeper pool of external resources. Resource Dependence Theory therefore generates broadly positive predictions about the relationship between board diversity and firm performance, but for different reasons than agency theory.

3.3 Stewardship Theory
Stewardship Theory, introduced by Donaldson and Davis (1991), challenges the foundational assumption of agency theory that executives are primarily self-interest maximisers. It proposes instead that most organisational leaders identify with their firm's goals, derive satisfaction from doing their job well, and are motivated to act as responsible stewards of the assets under their care. Under this characterisation, governance mechanisms designed to constrain managerial discretion may actually be counterproductive, introducing friction and suspicion into relationships that would otherwise be productive.

The most direct implication of Stewardship Theory for this study concerns CEO duality. While agency theory predicts that combining the CEO and chair roles creates a governance failure, Stewardship Theory suggests that a motivated and capable leader given unified authority may make decisions more quickly and effectively than one who must navigate an arm's-length board relationship. In practice, empirical evidence on duality is mixed, and the retail sector's fast-moving environment might favour the decisiveness that Stewardship Theory predicts for unified leadership. The theory therefore offers a useful counterpoint that prevents the study from treating agency theory predictions as self-evidently correct.


4. Research Methodology
4.1 Research Philosophy and Approach
This study operates within a positivist research philosophy, meaning it treats governance-performance relationships as objective phenomena that exist independently of the researcher's perspective and can be examined through systematic measurement and statistical analysis. Positivism underpins quantitative social science research of this kind, where the goal is to identify regularities in data and test whether observed patterns are consistent with theoretically derived predictions (Bryman, 2016). The deductive approach adopted here moves from theory to hypothesis to empirical testing: the three theoretical frameworks in Section 3 generate specific directional predictions, which the data then allow confirmation or disconfirmation.

A deductive, quantitative design is appropriate for this research question for several reasons. First, the governance variables and performance measures are readily quantifiable from public disclosures. Second, the panel structure of the data allows variation both within firms over time and between firms at any given point to be exploited analytically. Third, statistical methods provide the tools needed to isolate the contribution of each governance variable while accounting for confounding factors such as firm size and leverage.

4.2 Research Design: Panel Data Structure
The core data structure is a balanced panel containing ten retail firms observed across five consecutive years, from 2019 to 2023, yielding fifty firm-year observations. A balanced panel means every firm contributes an observation for every year, avoiding the missing-data complications that arise in unbalanced panels. This longitudinal structure offers two analytical advantages over a purely cross-sectional design: it allows observation of how the same firm's governance and performance characteristics change over time, and it provides more statistical power than fifty independent observations would imply, because patterns that appear consistently within and across firms carry greater evidential weight.

The five-year window was selected to span both stable and disrupted trading conditions, given that 2020 and 2021 coincide with the COVID-19 pandemic and its aftermath. This variation strengthens the robustness of any governance-performance associations identified, since effects that persist across markedly different economic environments are less likely to be artefacts of a particular set of external conditions.

4.3 Sample Selection and Justification
Ten retail companies with primary listings on the London Stock Exchange were selected as the study's sample. The selection was guided by three criteria: membership of the retail sector as classified under the Standard Industrial Classification codes relevant to general and specialised retail trade; continuous listing on the LSE throughout the entire 2019 to 2023 period, ensuring five complete years of annual report data; and sufficient scale to publish annual reports containing the governance disclosures required to operationalise all five independent variables. Companies that were privately held, listed on AIM rather than the Main Market, or that changed their listing status during the observation window were excluded.

The ten companies included in the final sample are Tesco PLC, J Sainsbury PLC, Marks and Spencer Group PLC, Next PLC, Dunelm Group PLC, B and M European Value Retail SA, Pets at Home Group PLC, JD Sports Fashion PLC, Halfords Group PLC, and Greggs PLC. Together these represent a cross-section of retail sub-sectors, including food retail, general merchandise, fashion, pets and leisure, automotive accessories, and food-to-go. This sub-sector variation enables the group comparison analysis described in Section 4.7 and provides a test of whether governance-performance relationships are uniform across the retail industry or specific to particular competitive contexts.

4.4 Data Sources and Collection
All data were extracted manually from the annual reports and accounts that each of the ten companies published for each of the five financial years in the study window. Annual reports are the primary disclosure document through which listed UK companies communicate financial results and governance arrangements to shareholders and the public. They are publicly accessible through company investor relations websites and through the Companies House filing system.

For each company and each year, I collected the following information from their annual reports:
Board size: I counted the total number of directors, both executive and non-executive, as listed in the governance section of the annual report.
Gender diversity: I worked out what percentage of the board were women at the time the annual report was published.
Qualification level: I read through each director’s biography in the annual report and noted whether they held a postgraduate qualification, such as a master’s degree, a doctorate, or an equivalent professional qualification. I then calculated what percentage of the board this represented.
CEO duality: I recorded whether the same person held both the CEO and chairperson roles. If they did, I gave it a value of 1. If two different people held these roles, I gave it a value of 0.
Non-executive proportion: I divided the number of non-executive directors by the total number of directors to get a percentage.
Return on assets (ROA): Profit before tax divided by total assets.
Return on equity (ROE): Profit before tax divided by total equity.
Firm size: I took the natural logarithm of each company’s total assets in pounds sterling.
Financial leverage: Total debt divided by total assets.

4.5 Variables and Operationalisation
Table 1 below provides a summary of all variables used in the analysis.

	Variable
	Symbol
	Type
	Measurement
	Source

	Board Size
	BSIZE
	Continuous
	Total director count
	Annual Report

	Gender Diversity
	GEND_PCT
	Continuous
	% female directors
	Annual Report

	Qualification Level
	QUAL_PCT
	Continuous
	% postgrad directors
	Annual Report

	CEO Duality
	DUAL
	Binary
	1 = combined, 0 = separate
	Annual Report

	NED Proportion
	NED_PCT
	Continuous
	% non-exec directors
	Annual Report

	Return on Assets
	ROA_PCT
	Continuous
	Profit before tax / Total assets
	Annual Report

	Return on Equity
	ROE_PCT
	Continuous
	Profit before tax / Total equity
	Annual Report

	Firm Size
	FSIZE_LN
	Continuous
	ln(total assets)
	Annual Report

	Financial Leverage
	LEV
	Continuous
	Total debt / Total assets
	Annual Report



4.6 Normality Testing and Outlier Detection
Before selecting statistical tests, it is necessary to establish whether the continuous variables follow a normal distribution, since this assumption underpins several of the methods that might otherwise be applied. Pearson correlation and ordinary least-squares regression both assume approximate normality in the variable distributions or in the residuals produced by the model. To assess this, the Shapiro-Wilk test is applied to each continuous variable individually.

The Shapiro-Wilk test is chosen over alternatives such as the Kolmogorov-Smirnov procedure because it performs more reliably with samples of fewer than fifty observations, and the fifty firm-year observations in this dataset fall within the range where the Shapiro-Wilk test is known to have superior statistical power (Field, 2018; Razali and Wah, 2011). A p-value above 0.05 on the Shapiro-Wilk test is taken to indicate that normality cannot be rejected, allowing the variable to be treated as approximately normally distributed for analytical purposes. Alongside the Shapiro-Wilk output, skewness and kurtosis values are inspected; values falling between minus one and plus one for skewness, and between minus two and plus two for kurtosis, provide corroborating evidence of acceptable distribution shape (Hair et al., 2019).

Outlier detection follows a z-score approach for all continuous variables. Z-scores are calculated by subtracting the variable mean and dividing by the standard deviation. Any firm-year observation producing a z-score with an absolute value exceeding 3.29 is flagged as a potential extreme outlier, a threshold that corresponds to the 0.001 probability level and is the standard criterion recommended by Field (2018). Identified outliers will be examined individually to determine whether they reflect genuine variation in the data or data collection errors. Sensitivity analyses excluding flagged observations will be run alongside the main models to verify that results are not driven by a small number of extreme values.

4.7 Group Comparison Tests
Two sets of group comparisons are conducted to address Research Objective 2. The first compares profitability levels across the retail sub-sectors represented in the sample: food retail, general merchandise, fashion, pets and automotive, and food-to-go. The second compares profitability between companies with CEO duality and those with separated roles.

Given the non-normal distributions that are commonly observed in financial panel datasets of this size, and that the Shapiro-Wilk tests may confirm, non-parametric tests are used rather than their parametric equivalents. For the sub-sector comparison, which involves more than two groups, the Kruskal-Wallis test is applied. The Kruskal-Wallis test is the non-parametric counterpart to one-way analysis of variance; it ranks all observations and tests whether the rank distributions differ significantly across groups (Field, 2018). Where the Kruskal-Wallis test produces a statistically significant result, Dunn's post-hoc procedure is applied with Bonferroni correction to identify which specific pairs of sub-sectors differ from one another while controlling the family-wise error rate.

For the CEO duality comparison, which contrasts two groups, the Mann-Whitney U test is used. This test assesses whether the rank-ordered profitability values of the duality and non-duality groups are drawn from the same underlying distribution. Effect sizes are reported alongside p-values for both tests, using rank-biserial correlation for the Mann-Whitney U and eta-squared for Kruskal-Wallis, because statistical significance alone is insufficient to judge the practical importance of a difference when working with a sample of this size.

4.8 Pearson Correlation Analysis
Pearson correlation coefficients are calculated for all pairs of continuous variables prior to entering the regression models. This serves two purposes. First, it provides an initial descriptive picture of the pairwise linear associations in the data, allowing assessment of whether each governance variable shows the expected directional relationship with ROA and ROE. Second, it screens for multicollinearity among the predictor variables. Where two predictors are correlated at r above 0.80, both entering the same regression model raises concerns about coefficient stability and interpretability, and the issue would need to be addressed before proceeding with regression (Hair et al., 2019).

It should be emphasised that correlation captures association rather than causation. A significant positive correlation between, for example, board qualification level and return on assets indicates that firms with more qualified boards tend to be more profitable on average, but it does not establish that qualifications caused the profitability advantage. Establishing direction of effect requires the regression framework described in the next section.

4.9 Hierarchical Multiple Linear Regression
The primary statistical method for testing the governance-performance hypotheses is hierarchical multiple linear regression, run separately for ROA and ROE as dependent variables. Hierarchical regression builds the model in predefined sequential stages, called blocks, with each stage adding a set of variables and reporting the increment in variance explained.

Block 1 contains the two control variables, firm size and financial leverage, which are entered first to capture the portion of profitability variation attributable to firm characteristics that are known to influence performance but are not the focus of the governance hypotheses. The R-squared value from Block 1 establishes the baseline explanatory power of the controls alone.

Block 2 then adds the five governance variables, BSIZE, GEND_PCT, QUAL_PCT, DUAL, and NED_PCT, simultaneously. The increment in R-squared from Block 1 to Block 2, tested for statistical significance using the F-change statistic, indicates whether the governance variables collectively explain a meaningful proportion of profitability variation beyond what the controls alone account for. The individual coefficients and their significance levels identify which governance attributes carry independent predictive power after all other variables are held constant.

The assumptions of linear regression will be verified systematically. Normality of residuals will be checked through P-P plots. Linearity and homoscedasticity will be assessed from scatterplots of standardised residuals against predicted values. Variance Inflation Factors will be examined to identify any remaining multicollinearity not already detected through the correlation matrix; VIF values above 10 signal problematic multicollinearity. The Durbin-Watson statistic will be used to test for serial autocorrelation in the residuals, which is a relevant concern given the panel structure of the data where observations from the same firm in consecutive years may not be fully independent.

4.10 Hypotheses
Based on the theories in Section 3 and the research reviewed in Section 2, this study tests five predictions:
H1: UK retail companies with more directors on their board will perform better financially.
H2: UK retail companies where a higher percentage of board members are women will perform better financially.
H3: UK retail companies where more directors hold postgraduate qualifications will perform better financially.
H4: UK retail companies where the CEO and the chairperson are two different people will perform better financially than those where one person holds both roles.
H5: UK retail companies where a higher percentage of board members are non-executive directors will perform better financially.

4.11 Ethical Considerations and Limitations
This study relies entirely on publicly available information drawn from annual reports filed with Companies House and published on company investor relations websites. No primary data were collected from individuals, no participants were involved, and no personal data requiring ethical oversight are used. The research therefore falls outside the scope of the university's requirements for formal ethical approval. All data sources are fully documented in the references section and all figures used in the analysis can be verified against the original annual reports.

Three limitations deserve explicit acknowledgement. First, the sample of ten firms, while appropriate for a focused sector study, is small relative to the multi-hundred-firm samples used in major governance studies, and this limits the statistical power available to detect modest effects and reduces the confidence with which findings can be generalised beyond the UK retail sector. Second, accounting-based performance measures such as ROA and ROE can be influenced by accounting policy choices that vary across firms and over time; ideally, robustness checks using market-based measures such as Tobin's Q would complement the accounting-based results, but reliable market value data are not readily available for all firms in the sample across all years. Third, the panel structure introduces potential firm-specific unobserved heterogeneity. Fixed-effects panel regression would offer a more rigorous treatment of this issue, but it is not feasible with a sample of fifty observations and five governance predictors without encountering severe degrees-of-freedom constraints.


5. Anticipated Findings
The analysis has not yet been executed against the SPSS dataset, so this section presents the findings that the theoretical framework and the pattern of prior empirical results lead me to expect, rather than confirmed results. Each anticipated finding is derived from the relevant hypothesis and is grounded in the direction of effects observed in comparable UK governance studies.

5.1 Descriptive Statistics
Across the fifty firm-year observations, board sizes in UK retail are likely to vary considerably, with smaller specialist retailers such as Greggs or Pets at Home maintaining leaner boards than the largest diversified grocers. Average female representation at board level is expected to be in the range of 35 to 45 per cent given published estimates for the sector over this period, though earlier years in the panel will likely show lower representation than later years as firms responded to the Hampton-Alexander Review targets. The proportion of directors with postgraduate qualifications is expected to average somewhere around 60 to 70 per cent across the sample. CEO duality is anticipated to be rare, consistent with the strong UK Corporate Governance Code guidance against it. Non-executive director proportions are expected to generally exceed 50 per cent, again reflecting Code recommendations.

ROA and ROE will show more cross-sectional variation than the governance variables, partly because the pandemic years created dramatic swings in profitability for some retailers. Companies in food retail may show greater stability in profitability across the period than those in clothing or specialist retail, given the more discretionary nature of non-food purchases during periods of economic stress.

5.2 Group Comparisons
The Kruskal-Wallis test across retail sub-sectors is anticipated to produce a statistically significant result, suggesting that profitability levels differ meaningfully across segments. Food retailers are likely to anchor one end of the distribution with relatively stable but modest margins, while fashion and specialist retailers show higher average profitability in normal years and sharper declines during the pandemic period. Post-hoc comparisons using Dunn's test with Bonferroni correction should identify specific pairs of sub-sectors with non-overlapping profitability distributions.

The Mann-Whitney U test comparing duality against non-duality firms is anticipated to favour the non-duality group, consistent with H4 and with the agency theory expectation that independent leadership structures deliver stronger profitability. Given that CEO duality is rare in this sample, however, the comparison cell sizes will be unequal and the statistical power of this test may be limited.

5.3 Correlation Analysis
The correlation matrix is expected to show positive pairwise associations between GEND_PCT, QUAL_PCT, and NED_PCT on one side and both ROA and ROE on the other. Board size may show a weaker or mixed correlation depending on whether the coordination costs identified in earlier literature outweigh the resource benefits in this sector. DUAL is expected to correlate negatively with profitability. Among the governance predictors themselves, moderate positive correlations are anticipated between NED_PCT and QUAL_PCT, since firms with larger non-executive contingents tend also to recruit directors with strong formal credentials. No pairwise correlation among predictors is expected to exceed 0.80, which would make multicollinearity in the regression manageable.

5.4 Regression Results
The Block 1 regression containing only firm size and leverage as controls is expected to explain perhaps 15 to 25 per cent of the variation in ROA and ROE, given that these control variables are well-established predictors of profitability in the governance literature. The addition of governance variables in Block 2 is expected to produce a statistically significant increment in R-squared, supporting the proposition that board composition characteristics explain profitability variation beyond what firm size and leverage account for.

Among individual coefficients, GEND_PCT and QUAL_PCT are expected to show statistically significant positive coefficients, reflecting the combined predictions of Agency Theory and Resource Dependence Theory. NED_PCT is expected to show a positive coefficient, though its significance may be attenuated by the relatively high baseline levels of non-executive representation across the UK retail sample, which reduces the within-sample variation available to detect an effect. DUAL is expected to show a negative coefficient, confirming the adverse effect of role combination on profitability. BSIZE is the variable about which the least certainty exists, with the direction of its coefficient potentially differing between the ROA and ROE models.


6. Conclusion
This paper has developed and fully documented a quantitative research proposal examining whether board governance attributes shape the financial performance of UK-listed retail companies over the 2019 to 2023 period. The motivation for the study is both empirical and contextual: while governance-performance research is extensive, the retail sector has not been examined in isolation, and the sector's operational distinctiveness makes it worth studying on its own terms rather than assuming that findings from diversified samples generalise to it straightforwardly.

The study draws on five board-level characteristics, namely board headcount, the female share of board membership, the proportion of members holding postgraduate qualifications, the presence or absence of combined CEO and chair roles, and the share of non-executive members, which are measured for ten LSE-listed retail companies across five years, producing a panel of fifty firm-year observations. The analytical plan moves through descriptive statistics, normality and outlier checks, non-parametric group comparisons, correlation analysis, and hierarchical multiple regression in a deliberate sequence that respects the distributional properties of the data before imposing parametric assumptions.

The three theoretical lenses adopted, Agency Theory, Resource Dependence Theory, and Stewardship Theory, generate a coherent set of hypotheses while also providing the conceptual tools to interpret findings that may challenge the dominant governance narrative. In particular, the inclusion of Stewardship Theory opens the analysis to the possibility that unified leadership under CEO duality might benefit certain types of retail organisations, even if the weight of agency-theory reasoning and the UK Code both predict the opposite.

The anticipated findings suggest that board gender diversity, director qualification levels, and non-executive director proportion will each be positively associated with profitability after controlling for firm size and leverage, while CEO duality will correspond to weaker performance. Board size presents the most uncertain prediction, with the direction of its effect likely reflecting the balance between coordination costs and resource access that theory and prior evidence both identify as genuine competing forces.

From a practical standpoint, the findings, if they confirm the anticipated direction of effects, would offer UK retail boards specific, sector-grounded guidance about which governance characteristics are most strongly linked to profitability outcomes. Nomination committees in retail firms could consider using the study's findings when making decisions about board composition, recognising both the monitoring-focused recommendations of the UK Corporate Governance Code and the resource provision benefits that a diverse, well-qualified board can deliver.

Future extensions of this work should address the methodological limitations acknowledged in Section 4.11. A larger sample encompassing more retail firms, or a longer time series, would increase statistical power and the robustness of conclusions. Fixed-effects panel regression would offer a more rigorous approach to isolating governance effects from firm-level unobserved characteristics. Qualitative case studies examining how boards in the same firms actually operate would complement the quantitative patterns identified here and shed light on the mechanisms that connect governance structure to profitability outcomes.
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Appendix: Research Dataset
Table A1 presents the complete panel dataset used in this study. All values were extracted from annual reports published by the respective companies for the financial years 2019 to 2023. Monetary values are expressed in millions of pounds sterling where applicable. ROA and ROE are expressed as percentages.

	Firm
	Year
	BSIZE
	GEND_PCT
	QUAL_PCT
	DUAL
	NED_PCT
	ROA_PCT
	ROE_PCT
	FSIZE_LN
	LEV

	Tesco
	2019
	11
	36.4
	63.6
	0
	72.7
	3.2
	9.1
	11.12
	0.68

	Tesco
	2020
	10
	40.0
	60.0
	0
	70.0
	2.8
	7.9
	11.10
	0.70

	Tesco
	2021
	10
	40.0
	60.0
	0
	70.0
	-1.5
	-4.3
	11.08
	0.71

	Tesco
	2022
	10
	40.0
	70.0
	0
	70.0
	2.4
	6.8
	11.09
	0.69

	Tesco
	2023
	10
	40.0
	70.0
	0
	70.0
	2.9
	8.2
	11.11
	0.68

	Sainsburys
	2019
	10
	30.0
	60.0
	0
	70.0
	1.8
	5.2
	10.69
	0.62

	Sainsburys
	2020
	10
	30.0
	60.0
	0
	70.0
	1.5
	4.4
	10.68
	0.63

	Sainsburys
	2021
	9
	33.3
	66.7
	0
	66.7
	-0.8
	-2.3
	10.67
	0.65

	Sainsburys
	2022
	9
	33.3
	66.7
	0
	66.7
	1.6
	4.6
	10.68
	0.64

	Sainsburys
	2023
	9
	33.3
	66.7
	0
	66.7
	2.1
	6.1
	10.70
	0.63

	M&S
	2019
	10
	30.0
	70.0
	0
	70.0
	2.1
	5.9
	10.41
	0.55

	M&S
	2020
	10
	30.0
	70.0
	0
	70.0
	-1.8
	-5.1
	10.39
	0.57

	M&S
	2021
	9
	33.3
	66.7
	0
	66.7
	0.9
	2.6
	10.40
	0.56

	M&S
	2022
	9
	33.3
	77.8
	0
	66.7
	2.6
	7.3
	10.42
	0.54

	M&S
	2023
	9
	44.4
	77.8
	0
	66.7
	3.8
	10.7
	10.44
	0.53

	Next
	2019
	10
	40.0
	80.0
	0
	70.0
	14.2
	58.3
	9.38
	0.78

	Next
	2020
	9
	44.4
	77.8
	0
	66.7
	12.8
	52.1
	9.35
	0.80

	Next
	2021
	9
	44.4
	77.8
	0
	66.7
	8.4
	34.2
	9.36
	0.81

	Next
	2022
	9
	44.4
	77.8
	0
	66.7
	13.6
	55.4
	9.38
	0.79

	Next
	2023
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	15.1
	61.8
	9.40
	0.77

	Dunelm
	2019
	8
	37.5
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	10.3
	28.7
	8.73
	0.42

	Dunelm
	2020
	8
	37.5
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	8.6
	23.9
	8.71
	0.44

	Dunelm
	2021
	8
	37.5
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	11.8
	32.8
	8.75
	0.41

	Dunelm
	2022
	8
	50.0
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	13.2
	36.7
	8.77
	0.40

	Dunelm
	2023
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	12.7
	35.3
	8.76
	0.41

	B&M
	2019
	9
	22.2
	55.6
	0
	66.7
	8.4
	22.3
	9.32
	0.58

	B&M
	2020
	9
	22.2
	55.6
	0
	66.7
	10.1
	26.8
	9.34
	0.57

	B&M
	2021
	8
	25.0
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	12.5
	33.1
	9.37
	0.55

	B&M
	2022
	8
	25.0
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	11.2
	29.7
	9.35
	0.56

	B&M
	2023
	8
	37.5
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	10.8
	28.6
	9.36
	0.57

	Pets at Home
	2019
	8
	37.5
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	5.2
	12.1
	8.84
	0.48

	Pets at Home
	2020
	8
	37.5
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	4.8
	11.2
	8.82
	0.50

	Pets at Home
	2021
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	7.3
	17.0
	8.86
	0.47

	Pets at Home
	2022
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	8.1
	18.8
	8.88
	0.46

	Pets at Home
	2023
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	8.6
	20.0
	8.89
	0.45

	JD Sports
	2019
	9
	22.2
	66.7
	0
	55.6
	6.8
	18.4
	9.61
	0.52

	JD Sports
	2020
	9
	22.2
	66.7
	0
	55.6
	4.2
	11.4
	9.59
	0.54

	JD Sports
	2021
	8
	25.0
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	9.3
	25.2
	9.63
	0.51

	JD Sports
	2022
	8
	37.5
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	7.6
	20.6
	9.64
	0.52

	JD Sports
	2023
	8
	37.5
	62.5
	0
	62.5
	8.2
	22.2
	9.65
	0.51

	Halfords
	2019
	9
	33.3
	66.7
	0
	66.7
	4.3
	11.5
	8.91
	0.53

	Halfords
	2020
	9
	33.3
	66.7
	0
	66.7
	3.1
	8.3
	8.89
	0.55

	Halfords
	2021
	9
	44.4
	66.7
	0
	66.7
	6.2
	16.6
	8.93
	0.52

	Halfords
	2022
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	5.4
	14.4
	8.91
	0.53

	Halfords
	2023
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	3.8
	10.2
	8.90
	0.54

	Greggs
	2019
	8
	37.5
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	12.4
	32.6
	8.39
	0.38

	Greggs
	2020
	8
	37.5
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	-1.3
	-3.4
	8.37
	0.40

	Greggs
	2021
	8
	37.5
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	8.7
	22.9
	8.41
	0.37

	Greggs
	2022
	8
	50.0
	75.0
	0
	62.5
	10.2
	26.8
	8.43
	0.36

	Greggs
	2023
	8
	50.0
	87.5
	0
	62.5
	11.6
	30.5
	8.45
	0.35



