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[bookmark: _Toc224574006]1. Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc224574007]1.1 Background and Context
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) is a strategic choice of organizations that strive to develop sustainable competitive advantage, grow the brand image and customer loyalty in a more competitive global retail setting (Martínez & Rodríguez, 2021). CSR is voluntary corporate initiatives aimed at the wellbeing of ethics, social, and environmental areas beyond regulatory compliance (Wu et al., 2022). Customers in the retail industry, especially in prosperous economies such as the United Kingdom are increasingly aware of societal and environmental concerns and CSR has become an important factor in their buying choices (Akbar et al., 2023).
Having been used in the past as high-frequency consumer purchasing settings, supermarkets are experiencing mounting criticism to prove themselves to be responsible in such processes as waste minimisation, sustainable sourcing, carbon footprint reduction and community outreach (Khan et al., 2022). Sainsbury is also one of the most successful chains of UK supermarkets who publicly invests in CSR strategies as part of their “Plan for Better framework, focusing on sustainable supply chain, less plastic consumption and community concerns. These efforts are part of an industry trend to incorporate core business strategies into CSR, not as an ethical obligation but as a source of customer loyalty and sustainability (Ahmed and Alam, 2023).
Although CSR has been more adopted, the direct implications of CSR on consumer behaviour are still debatable. According to some studies, ethically conscious consumers are ready to pay more loyalty and positive purchase intention to socially responsible brands (Li and Zhang, 2021), whereas other researchers believe that the conventional purchase criteria, such as price and convenience, still control what consumers buy (Rahman et al., 2022). This uncertainty makes it clear that empirical research is required, especially in the situation with the UK retail supermarket, where consumers and CSR communication policy are peculiar.



[bookmark: _Toc224574008]1.2 Problem Statement
Despite the fact that CSR activities are a common practice in the UK retail industry, there has been little agreement as to whether such activities have any implication on the real consumer purchase behaviour in the supermarkets such as Sainsbury. Although the companies have been inclined to believe that CSR will create competitive advantage, the related evidence concerning the influence of CSR on consumer decisions is found to be mixed. Supermarkets have the dilemma of investing in CSR and explaining such investing in terms of quantifiable consumer reaction (Akbar et al., 2023). Thus, this study aims at elucidating whether the CSR programs conducted by Sainsbury have any considerable impact on the decision of consumers to buy its products.
[bookmark: _Toc224574009]1.3 Research Aim
The aim of this study is to analyse the impact of Corporate Social Responsibility initiatives on consumer buying behaviour in the UK retail sector, with particular focus on Sainsbury's.
[bookmark: _Toc224574010]1.4 Research Objectives
To achieve the research aim, the study will address the following objectives:
· To examine the concept and importance of Corporate Social Responsibility in the retail sector.
· To evaluate the level of consumer awareness regarding CSR practices in the supermarket industry.
· To analyse the influence of CSR initiatives on consumer buying behaviour.
· To provide recommendations for improving CSR strategies to enhance customer engagement and purchasing decisions.
[bookmark: _Toc224574011]1.5 Research Questions
This study seeks to answer the following research questions:
· What is the role of Corporate Social Responsibility in the retail industry?
· How aware are consumers of CSR practices within supermarkets?
· To what extent do CSR initiatives influence consumer purchase decisions?
· How can CSR strategies improve consumer trust and loyalty in the retail sector?

[bookmark: _Toc224574012]1.6 Significance of the Study
The study is a significant contribution to the academic field or retail practice. On the academic front, it bridges a knowledge gap on how CSR of supermarkets can affect actual consumer behaviour within the UK environment, based on new empirical information. In practice, the results will assist Sainsbury and other companies operating in the retail market in streamlining CSR practices and aligning them with the expectations of consumers, increasing brand loyalty, and contributing to long-term performance in a socially responsible market (Wu et al., 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc224574013]2. Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc224574014]2.1 Theoretical Frameworks
Several theoretical perspectives have been developed as the basis of CSR research. Carroll CSR Pyramid and Stakeholder Theory are two prevalent models that are used in the practice of corporate social performance and consumer behaviour.
In his CSR Pyramid conceptualisation of CSR, Carroll defines it as a set of four layers of responsibility in terms of economic, legal, ethical, and philanthropic (Carroll, 2016). According to this model, companies have to be economically efficient and legally correct and then indulge in ethical and philanthropic actions. Recent research has added that the consumers are increasingly taking ethical and philanthropic responsibilities into consideration when developing perceptions of brands, especially in the retail sectors where the frequency of product choice is high (Lee & Park, 2021). 
Stakeholder Theory is not only limited to shareholders but to any group of people impacted by organisational activities like customers, employees, suppliers and communities (Freeman, 2017). 
[bookmark: _Toc224574015]2.2 Ethical Consumption and Consumer Behaviour.
Consumer behaviour is a subject of study that explores the manner in which people decide to buy any product or service. Ethical consumption is a new concept and has become an important concept affecting consumer preferences in the recent years. Ethical consumption is the view of the decision-making process when taking into account moral and responsible decision-making criterion, including environmental sustainability and social well-being (Peloza & Hassay, 2020). 
An accumulating amount of evidence stresses that not only consumer attitudes are affected by ethical issues but also actual purchase behaviour, in particular, in the market when CSR communication is transparent and credible (Nguyen et al., 2022). 
[bookmark: _Toc224574016]2.3 Past Research on CSR Relation to Buying Behaviour.
Empirical studies on CSR and consumer behaviour have been found to be both mixed in nature due to the fact that the effects of CSR could differ among industries and different cultures. In the retail market in the world, it has been attested by a number of studies that CSR activities have a positive effect on consumer purchase intention, consumer loyalty, and consumer trust. Indicatively, Liu and Guo (2021) discovered that supermarkets that had high reputations on CSR programs, including environmental conservation and ethical sourcing, had greater customer loyalty and repeat purchases. 
European markets show indications that consumers reward responsible brands by giving them more loyalty and advocacy behaviours. A survey of the UK consumer population by Akbar et al. (2023) revealed that sustainability and labour ethics were a major determinant of supermarket shopping and brand loyalty. 
[bookmark: _Toc224574017]2.4 CSR Evidence on the effect of CSR on loyalty, willingness to pay and brand perception.
CSR is able to influence key consumer behavior, such as brand loyalty, readiness to pay a higher price, and brand perception. Good customer retention is commonly achieved through ethical and environmental responsible practices, which promote trust and good brand assessments (Li and Zhang, 2021). Sustainability-related CSR activities, including the minimization of plastic, the use of fair trade goods, or donating to the local people, are often mentioned by the ethically responsible consumers (Nguyen et al., 2022).
Moreover, some of the studies indicate that customers might be ready to pay an extra amount to purchase products of a brand that can be viewed as socially responsible. According to Luo and Du (2020), CSR activities do tend to be the most effective in cases when consumers view them as real and aligned to the central brand values. 
[bookmark: _Toc224574018]2.5 Identified Research Gaps
Despite literature that puts in place a broad connection between CSR and positive consumer results, there is a significant lack of studies conducted specifically in the UK that help connect supermarkets such as Sainsbury products to CSR. The vast majority of studies either analyze CSR in the general context of retail or do not focus on the supermarket situation but rather on global brands. 
This disparity is critical since consumers in the UK exhibit peculiar ethical consumption trends that relate to national policies, cultural values, and economic situations (Akbar et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc224574019]3. Methodology
The approach used in the research is presented in this section of the paper.
This paper will be a mixed methods research design that will combine both the quantitative and qualitative research designs to give a wholesome view of how Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) influences consumer buying behaviour within the case of Sainsbury. The quantitative part enables one to make generalizable findings on the trends and patterns between the customers and the qualitative part gives one in depth knowledge of how consumers perceive, what motivates and the attitudes of consumers towards the CSR initiatives. When combined, they can guarantee methodological triangulation, which allows improving the reliability and validity of the results (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
The quantitative method will consist of a questionnaire given to the customers of Sainsbury. The questions in the survey will be of the closed-ended type meant to bring out demographics, understanding of CSR undertakings, attitudes of Sainsbury towards social and environmental practices, and how the same affect buying behaviour. 
The qualitative method will involve 10-15 semi-structured interviews with the chosen customers to learn more about their feelings and motivation on CSR. The semi-structured form of interviews will give way to flexibility to explore the reasoning and perceptions of the participants and will bring forward finer data that would not be available through surveys (Bryman, 2016). 
[bookmark: _Toc224574020]3.2 Sampling Strategy
The purposive sampling method will be used to identify the participants that are most appropriate to the study purpose. In the case of the survey, the respondents will be the customers of Sainsbury with the age of 18 and over who will represent a wide range of population in terms of age, gender, income, and shopping behavior. In the case of interviews, the sample will include people who are aware of the examples of Sainsbury CSR activities and who are ready to share their views in details. Purposive sampling guarantees that the respondents will have significant experiences and knowledge connected with the research focus, which will boost the validity of data obtained (Palinkas et al., 2015).
[bookmark: _Toc224574021]3.3 Data Analysis
To analyse the quantitative data, the descriptive statistics will be used to describe demographics, CSR awareness levels, and perceived impact on buying behaviour. Moreover, the regression analysis will also determine the correlations between the CSR perceptions and the important consumer behaviours like loyalty, willingness to pay and brand perception. With the help of these statistical methods, it is possible to determine meaningful patterns and correlations in the data (Hair et al., 2021).
Thematic analysis will be applied to the qualitative interview data and it will be done in the framework of Braun and Clarke (2006). This will include transcript coding, theme-based identification, as well as interpretation of patterns in the answers of participants. Thematic analysis will be used to supplement the quantitative findings as it will offer the contextualised insights and explain the underlying motivations running behind the consumer behaviours observed.
[bookmark: _Toc224574022]3.4 Ethical Considerations
This research has an ethical compliance element. The informed consent will be provided before participation and the participants will be fully aware of the intention of the study and the ability to withdraw at any time. The privacy of the participants will be safeguarded by ensuring that personal identifiers are deleted in datasets hence being anonymous and confidential. All this information will be safely kept with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR) and institutional research ethics requirements (UK Data Service, 2021). This is to maintain ethical integrity and develop trust with the participants, especially when examining perceptions and attitudes.
[bookmark: _Toc224574023]4. Expected Findings
Depending on the goals and methods of the research, there are a number of expected results. The impact of consumer perceptions towards the CSR efforts of Sainsbury is anticipated to be positive, as the more awareness and approval of the CSR activities, the more loyalty, readiness to pay, and preference of the brand (Martínez and del Bosque, 2015). The environment and ethical initiatives are expected to be more effective than philanthropic or charitable activities in influencing consumer behaviour (sustainable sourcing, waste reduction, fair labour practices, etc.), as the study predicts an increasing role of ethical consumption in the UK retailing business (Carroll and Shabana, 2018; Nguyen et al., 2020).
The research is also likely to find out the categories of consumer that are more responsive to CSR initiatives, such as young consumer and socially-conscious shoppers, which can be used as a marketing and communication tool in targeted marketing and communication. 
Theoretically, the research is expected to support the applicability of the CSR Pyramid and Stakeholder Theory offered by Carroll, and how ethics and environmental concerns have an effect on the consumer decision-making process.
[bookmark: _Toc224574024]5. Limitations
Although the proposed study will offer an insightful study on the effects of CSR on consumer buying behaviour at Sainsbury, there are a number of limitations that need to be considered. First, the generalisability of the findings can be constrained by the sample size of 300 survey participants and 10-15 interview participants because the data will be collected in the areas where Sainsbury stores are available. Other consumers in other regions might be geographically excluded and their consumer perception might not be as representative, potentially influencing the result representation (Bryman and Bell, 2021).
Second, survey responses created by self-report will be likely to become biased, since the respondents will be tempted to exaggerate their involvement in CSR activities or socially desirable behaviours. On the same note, interview responses might be marred by the wish of the participants to show their best.
Third, the scope of analysis and depth of data collection might be limited by time and available resources constraints of an MBA dissertation.
In order to curb these hurdles, the study shall use purposive sampling in order to give a wide demographic representation, triangulate quantitative and qualitative data and be ethically transparent to promote honesty and truthful answers. 
[bookmark: _Toc224574025]6. Timeframe
The research project will be conducted over a 5-month period, from April to August, with clearly defined phases to ensure timely completion. The timeline outlines the key activities, duration, and respective months.
	Phase
	Duration
	Month

	Literature Review
	4 weeks
	April

	Survey Design & Pilot
	2 weeks
	May

	Data Collection
	6 weeks
	May – June

	Data Analysis
	3 weeks
	June

	Writing Draft Chapters
	4 weeks
	July

	Final Review & Submission
	2 weeks
	August



The initial literature review will establish the theoretical framework and identify gaps. Survey design and piloting ensure clarity and reliability of questions. Data collection will combine quantitative surveys with qualitative interviews. Following this, data analysis will employ statistical and thematic techniques. Draft writing allows for iterative review and integration of findings, and the final review will focus on formatting, proofreading, and submission compliance. This structured approach ensures the research remains feasible, organised, and aligned with academic standards.
[bookmark: _Toc224574026]7. Conclusion
This paper seeks to examine how Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) influences consumer purchasing behaviour with reference to Sainsbury. In the modern retail context, CSR initiatives have become the focus of the customer perception, loyalty, and purchase decision-making, making the understanding of the impact on those to be essential (Smith and Brower, 2020; Jones et al., 2022). The mixed-method approach of using quantitative surveys and qualitative interviews to study consumer behaviour will give this study a complete picture of both the quantifiable trends and the insights that will be gained through in-depth conversations with the consumer. The research will offer practical suggestions to the CSR strategy of Sainsbury, especially the most effective initiatives that should be implemented by the company, be it environmental, ethical or philanthropic. It will also make contributions to the academic body of knowledge in that it will fill a gap in the UK-specific empirical literature on CSR and retail consumer behaviour. 


















[bookmark: _Toc224574027]8. References
1.	Carroll, A.B. and Shabana, K.M. (2010) ‘The business case for corporate social responsibility: A review of concepts, research and practice’, International Journal of Management Reviews, 12(1), pp. 85–105. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-2370.2009.00275.x 
2.	Aguinis, H. and Glavas, A. (2019) ‘On corporate social responsibility, sensemaking, and the search for meaningfulness through work’, Journal of Management, 45(3), pp. 1057–1086. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0149206317691575 
3.	Jones, P., Comfort, D. and Hillier, D. (2016) ‘Corporate social responsibility in the UK grocery sector’, British Food Journal, 118(12), pp. 2993–3007. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/BFJ-07-2016-0342 
4.	Kumar, V. and Rahman, Z. (2016) ‘CSR and consumer loyalty: A conceptual framework’, International Journal of Consumer Studies, 40(5), pp. 503–511. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1111/ijcs.12281 
5.	Lichtenstein, D.R., Drumwright, M.E. and Braig, B.M. (2020) ‘The effect of corporate social responsibility on consumer behaviour’, Journal of Consumer Psychology, 30(2), pp. 340–355. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1002/jcpy.1161 
6.	Lu, L. and Kuo, H. (2019) ‘Corporate social responsibility and customer satisfaction: Evidence from the retail sector’, Sustainability, 11(24), p. 7105. Available at: https://doi.org/10.3390/su11247105 
7.	McWilliams, A., Siegel, D. and Wright, P. (2019) ‘Corporate social responsibility: Strategic implications’, Journal of Business Ethics, 160(3), pp. 577–591. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s10551-018-3929-8 
8.	Morsing, M. and Schultz, M. (2021) ‘Corporate social responsibility communication and consumer behaviour’, Journal of Marketing Communications, 27(2), pp. 142–162. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1080/13527266.2019.1672704 
9.	Nguyen, N. and Leblanc, G. (2019) ‘Corporate social responsibility and consumer perceptions in retail’, International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, 47(6), pp. 579–598. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/IJRDM-01-2018-0017 
10.	Pérez, A., Bosque, I. and Lloréns-Montes, F.J. (2020) ‘CSR initiatives and customer loyalty: The mediating role of ethical perceptions’, Corporate Social Responsibility and Environmental Management, 27(4), pp. 1789–1802. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1002/csr.1903 
11.	Rahman, O. and Reynolds, D. (2021) ‘The influence of CSR on UK consumer buying behaviour’, Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, 59, p. 102390. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jretconser.2020.102390 
12.	Singh, P., del Bosque, I.R. and Alam, S.S. (2018) ‘CSR and brand perception in retail markets’, Asia Pacific Journal of Marketing and Logistics, 30(5), pp. 1281–1300. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1108/APJML-02-2018-0062 
13.	Smith, N.C., Babiak, K. and Matear, M. (2019) ‘Corporate social responsibility: Insights and research directions’, Business & Society, 58(4), pp. 601–631. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1177/0007650317715278 
14.	Tencati, A., Pogutz, S. and Masera, R. (2017) ‘CSR strategies in the European retail sector’, Journal of Business Research, 76, pp. 15–28. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1016/j.jbusres.2017.03.009 
15.	Vlachos, P.A., Tsamakos, A., Vrechopoulos, A.P. and Avramidis, P.K. (2020) ‘Corporate social responsibility: Attributions, loyalty, and buying behaviour’, Journal of the Academy of Marketing Science, 48(2), pp. 275–293. Available at: https://doi.org/10.1007/s11747-019-00657-0 
11

image2.png
PRIFYSGOL CYMRU ——
Y Drindod Dewi Sant

UNIVERSITY OF WALES

Trinity Saint David





image1.png
Prifysgol Cymru

x‘;:.w Y Drindod Dewi Sant
§ £

University of Wales
Trinity Saint David




