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[bookmark: _Toc231955181]1.0 Title
Corporate Social Responsibility in UK Food Retailing: From Reporting to Reality — A Comparative Analysis of Substantive Change and Symbolic Compliance (2005–2025)
[bookmark: _Toc231955182]2.0 Introduction / Background / Research Problem
[bookmark: _Toc231955183]2.1 Background Context
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR), which started as a philanthropic approach, has now moved from the periphery to a legitimate, central and strategic aspect of the legitimacy, competitiveness and governance of stakeholders. This is particularly relevant in the context of UK food retailing, where large businesses such as major retailers have significant roles in the production, consumption and welfare of communities around the world, as well as in the employment of many people and influence the food supply chain (Gond et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 2022). The demands for sustainability have grown since the mid-2000s, due to climate change, loss of biodiversity, inequity in supply chains, regulation and investor scrutiny and activism. COVID-19 highlighted some of the weaknesses in supply chains, the need for employee wellbeing and support for communities, and the critical role of supermarket infrastructure (Hobbs, 2021; Pantano et al., 2020). Symbolic CSR is difficult to maintain in the absence of operational evidence, as investment in ESG, digital transparency and civil society and media pressure make it increasingly challenging to support symbolic CSR. There are some extensive CSR and sustainability reports being created by UK food retailers. The question is though, is reporting indicative of organisational change, integration and measurable impact?
[bookmark: _Toc231955184]2.2 Research Problem
Many reports on sustainability and ESG disclosure and commitments are still lacking in follow-through – what is termed ‘the CSR implementation gap’ (Torelli et al., 2020; Saini and Arif, 2022; Lyon and Maxwell, 2011) or ‘greenwashing'. This brings up the differences between substantive CSR and symbolic CSR, which the authors of this paper define as “sustainability embedded in operations, supply chain governance and strategy” and “sustainability managed through communication, but without equivalent changes”, respectively (Marquis et al., 2016; Siano et al., 2017). An important benchmark for food retail CSR in the UK was provided by Jones et al. (2005) in their work which looked at environmental management, ethical sourcing, community involvement, employee welfare and customer relationships. Since then, context has shifted with the introduction of the UK Modern Slavery Act 2015, the TCFD reporting and the net zero commitments and packaging legislation. New issues such as Scope 3 emissions, circular economy, social justice and public health issues have also taken the spotlight. However, little longitudinal comparative work has been done to determine if there is a tangible impact on operations from increased disclosure since Jones et al. (2005). Previous research also fails to sufficiently explain the relationship between these two types of models—discount and mainstream—and CSR authenticity and depth.
[bookmark: _Toc231955185]2.3 Research Questions and Objectives
There are three reasons this research is important. First, there is increasing regulatory pressure as the expectation of net zero commitments, TCFD reporting and due diligence demands is not in the form of words but in action (UK Government 2021). Second, there is a growing demand for the provision of sustainable integration evidence among investors and consumers, rather than rhetoric (Christensen et al., 2021). Third: the threat of reputation is growing as it can be questioned, and found to have inconsistencies between the information and the facts. The authors use explicit criteria over a span of 20 years to add to the discussion about the authenticity of CSR and provide practical knowledge.
[bookmark: _Toc231955186]3.0 Research Gap, Aim, Objectives and Questions
[bookmark: _Toc231955187]3.1 Identified Research Gap
While CSR reporting has increased in food retailing, further research is needed to adequately gauge the extent to which it embodies operation integration or impression management. Three gaps are identified: first, that the UK food retail CSR has not been systematically examined since Jones et al. (2005) to determine whether it has shifted from ‘symbolic’ to ‘substantive'; second, that ‘business model differentiation gap' exists as discount, mainstream and cooperative models are undercompared; third, that the ‘operationalisation gap' exists as there are no indicators to gauge the authenticity of CSR at retail level. The current study aims to fill these gaps.
[bookmark: _Toc231955188]3.2 Research Aim
This research will assess whether CSR practices of top UK food retailers have taken a symbolic reporting posture to a substantive operational integration, based on an analysis of the baseline of 2005, from 2005 to 2025 and will investigate the influence that business models have on the depth and authenticity of CSR practice.
[bookmark: _Toc231955189]3.3 Research Objectives
RO1: To examine the theories of CSR including substantive CSR, symbolic CSR, greenwashing and stakeholder accountability in UK food retailing from 2005 to 2025.
RO2: To review CSR disclosures of the 6 food retailers that are major businesses in the UK, using corporate reports, third party assessments and sustainability ratings.
RO3: To assess and benchmark the CSR practices between 2020 and 2025 and Jones et al. (2005) in the areas of environmental management, ethical sourcing and employee welfare, community engagement and customer relations, with the inclusion of climate accountability, circular economy and social justice.
RO4: To explore the effect of three business models (discount, mainstream and cooperative) on CSR depth and integration.
RO5: To make suggestions for enhancing the operational impact, measurability and credibility of CSR.
[bookmark: _Toc231955190]3.4 Research Questions
The first question RQ1 is posed is: How far has CSR reporting progressed from Jones et al. (2005) to become an actionable practice in terms of the number of measurable aspects of the business? The second question, RQ2, is: What evidence can be presented to differentiate substantive CSR from symbolic compliance?
RQ2: What are some signs of real CSR integration instead of discretionary reporting in the areas of environmental management, ethical sourcing, employee welfare, community involvement and customer responsibility?
RQ3: What are differences between CSR strategies and the extent of CSR implementation between contrasting retailer business models and what can be explained by structural factors?
RQ4: What new sustainability issues such as Scope 3 emissions, circular economy, modern slavery and public health are transforming the priorities of CSR and how are retailers reacting?
[bookmark: _Toc231955191]4.0 Preliminary Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc231955192]4.1 Theoretical Foundations of CSR (2016).
Today's CSR theory has evolved to regard CSR as strategic, institutionalized and contested. Stakeholder Theory proposes that companies have obligations to their shareholders and to the broader community, such as employees, suppliers, customers, communities and regulators (Freeman, 1984; Freeman et al., 2020; Strand and Freeman, 2021). This is especially important in food retailing to check if CSR brings positive results for the stakeholders besides image. The institutional theory can be used to account for the possibility of institutionalisation of CSR for gaining legitimacy. Retailers might internalize norms via language and pictures in their reports (Suchman, 1995; Deephouse and Suchman, 2008) but not pay the price of transformation as per the institutional isomorphism theory of DiMaggio and Powell (1983). Shared Value Theory suggests that CSR with advanced means is related to competitiveness and social value by sustainable sourcing, waste reduction or nutrition (Porter and Kramer, 2011). But as per the critical CSR scholarship, firms can create these stories but still be engaged in harmful practices (Fleming and Jones, 2013; Banerjee, 2008). This criticism is underlying symbolic CSR and greenwashing.
[bookmark: _Toc231955193]4.2 The distinction between substantive CSR and symbolic CSR and how it can be operationalised.
The study proposes substantive CSR as operations-based, measurable, independently verified and long-term oriented activities including emissions reductions (audited), certified supply chain standards or wage improvements (Marquis et al., 2016; Walker and Wan, 2012). Symbolic CSR is communication-based activity involving aspirational goals, selective framing and limited verification and accountability (Lyon and Maxwell, 2011). The difference is realised in terms of verifiability of independent evidence, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability in terms of targets, corrective action, governance, procurement, incentives and reporting in a consistent manner. This is a framework based on the GRI Standards, the TCFD requirements and the literature on greenwashing (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Torelli et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc231955194]4.3 The Food Retail Sector in the UK (CSR).
Food retailers are key actors in sustainability within the UK, as they impact agriculture, manufacturing, jobs and communities. Environmental sustainability has a strong focus with Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions the most often highlighted and Scope 3 typically being the bulk of most retail carbon footprints (CDP, 2023). Some of the primary areas are refrigeration, logistics, food waste and food sourcing. It is difficult to define ethical sourcing because retailers rely on the use of multi tier supply chains across the globe. The UK Modern Slavery Act 2015 introduced obligations for reporting, but there is no consistent approach to compliance, and often only formal statements are made (LeBaron and Lister, 2022; Stevenson and Cole, 2021). Living Wage debates and issues, employee relations with trade unions, pandemic labour recognition, and DEI reporting (Hobbs, 2021) have made employee welfare visible. Retailers were important for vulnerable groups and food access during COVID-19, and community engagement is now becoming important (Pantano et al., 2020). Public health is a challenge because the profitability of ultra-processed products can have a negative impact on nutrition and obesity goals (Sacks et al., 2020; Taillie et al., 2020).
[bookmark: _Toc231955195]4.4 Business Model Differentiation and CSR provides an overview of business model differentiation and CSR.
Business models are what make Retail CSR. Discount stores (Aldi, Lidl), mainstream supermarkets (Tesco, Sainsbury's, Morrisons, Asda) and The Co-operative Food (Birchall, 2013) are all included in the UK grocery sector. There are various models that vary in margin, ownership, government and expectations of stakeholders. A tradeoff can exist between cost efficiency and investment in a supply chain that is transparent and/or certified for discount retailers. While the integrity of the brand is important to mainstream retailers, competing on price and balancing shareholder demands may be equally important. Ethical commitments can be integrated within cooperative retailers in more profound ways by providing member accountability, but this does not necessarily lead to better results. CSR can be explained by comparing the two, to see if it is embedded or shaped by market positioning.
[bookmark: _Toc231955196]4.5 CSR Reporting, Disclosure Frameworks and Greenwashing.
The more structured reporting of CSR is done via GRI, SASB, TCFD and ISSB. Such frameworks are beneficial for the standardisation of content, but do not take away selective disclosure or omission or positive framing (Michelon et al., 2020; Hahn and Kühnen, 2013). The various components of greenwashing are from deception to selective emphasis which overstates sustainability performance (Lyon and Maxwell, 2011; Delmas and Burbano, 2011). Organisations can meet the reporting requirements and have practices that are incompatible with the commitments. This study therefore makes a comparison between the reported claims and verified evidence and 3rd party assessments.
[bookmark: _Toc231955197]4.6 Research Gaps
There are three gaps in the literature that are confirmed. First, it is not clear whether UK food retailers' CSR has changed in nature since Jones et al. (2005) in a consistent way over the years, as there is no study that has evaluated it using these consistent measurements. Secondly, the comparison between the different models of discount, mainstream and cooperative is still limited. Thirdly, CSR authenticity is not operationalised. If there is no criteria, studies may fail to exclude reporting and/or presume greenwashing, which could turn out to be the opposite of the real situation. This study overcomes these.
[bookmark: _Toc231955198]5.0 Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc231955199]5.1 Research Philosophy
The interpretivism approach is used for this study because the concept of CSR means and practices are socially constructed by organisational culture, the stakeholder expectations, institutional pressures and strategic interests (Saunders et al., 2019). The interpretationist approach is suitable since the context needs to be read into the disclosures and the evidence to distinguish substantive from symbolic CSR.
[bookmark: _Toc231955200]5.2 Research Approach
The study is qualitative which is used to analyse CSR disclosures, external assessments and independent evidence. This allows an analysis of framing, omission and connections between commitments and measurable results (Bryman, 2016). Deductive-inductive approach is used. It is deductively based on the substantive/symbolic distinction and Jones et al.'s (2005) dimensions. Inductively, it brings Scope 3 responsibility, circular economy and social justice.
[bookmark: _Toc231955201]5.3 Research Design: Multiple Case Study
A multiple case study (Yin, 2018) is used in conducting the research. This is ideal for the study of CSR in organisations, its nature and how it develops. Depth and comparison is achieved through multiple cases (Eisenhardt and Graebner, 2007). The design focuses on the comparison between 2005 and 2025, and on 6 different retailers.
[bookmark: _Toc231955202]5.4 Case Selection
To explore the variety of food retailers, 6 food retailers have been purposively selected around 3 criteria for being significant in the UK, differing in their business models, and reporting data to the FSA: Tesco, Sainsbury's, Asda, Morrisons, Aldi and The Co-operative Food. They are the mainstream, premium, value, vertically integrated, discount and cooperative formats. This is to reflect ownership, strategy and stakeholder differences, helping to make comparisons around depth and authenticity of CSR.
[bookmark: _Toc231955203]5.5 Secondary Data Collection
This study is conducted in two phases – first, using public secondary data and second, using public primary data. Phase 1 covers 2003 to 2007, centred on Jones et al. (2005). Phase 2 covers 2020 to 2025. Sources include sustainability reports, annual reports, governance statements, supplier codes, CDP, FTSE4Good, Ethical Consumer, Which?, BITC, Oxfam, Greenpeace, ShareAction, Sustain, journalism, statements under the Modern Slavery Act, guidance under the CMA and food strategy documents in the TCFD. Linking of corporate sources with the independent sources allows the evaluation of claims and external evaluations.
[bookmark: _Toc231955204]5.6 CSR Practices and the Emancipatory Potential of CSR.
All cases are handled using a verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability approach. Substantive CSR can be identified by audited information, certification, targets, monitoring progress, recognising failures, taking corrective action, governance ownership and through consistent reporting. As for symbolic CSR, unverified claims, vague aspirations, lack of benchmarks, positive framing, peripheral CSR functions and irregular metrics are all indicators of symbolic CSR. This framework addresses each of Jones et al.'s dimensions and themes as they emerge in the research questions.
[bookmark: _Toc231955205]5.7 Data Analysis Approach
Thematic content analysis (Braun and Clarke, 2006; Saldaña, 2015) is used for data analysis. First of all, the documents will be cataloged by retailer, source type, year and CSR dimension. Second, Jones et al. dimensions will be used as coding.Secondly, coding will be done based on the dimensions of Jones et al. and the themes and the five criteria. Third, if necessary, documents will be coded manually in Excel, with Atlas.ti being used only if necessary. Fourth, themes will be synthesized, connecting retailers, CSR dimensions and criteria, in matrices.
[bookmark: _Toc231955206]5.8 Ensuring Research Quality and Rigour
The criteria used to assess trustworthiness will be based on those set forth by Lincoln and Guba (1985). Triangulation will be used to provide credibility. An audit trail will be used to ensure dependability. Reflexive journalling and treating ambiguity will be reinforced to improve confirmability. Case selection, sources and procedures will be explained to increase transferability.
[bookmark: _Toc231955207]5.9 Ethical Considerations
Due to the nature of the study, using public secondary data, there is no risk of human participants being involved, and minimal risk regarding consent, anonymity and data protection. Balanced analysis, secure storage and compliance with University regulations, fair representation, accurate Harvard referencing, ethical practice.
[bookmark: _Toc231955208]5.10 Methodological Limitations
The problems that arise with the limitations are impression management in reports, partial verifiability of supply chain claims, heterogeneous formats and limited representativeness. These will be addressed by the use of triangulation, criteria, recognition of uncertainty and structured comparison. Findings will be illuminative, not generalisation across a sector.
[bookmark: _Toc231955209]6.0 Risk Assessment
[bookmark: _Toc231955210]6.1 Identify and mitigate risks.Identify and mitigate risks
Some of the risks are lack of data, selective reporting, analytical bias, scope creep, loss of technology and delay. They will be tracked using early scanning, triangulation, reflexive journalling, criteria, scope reviews, cloud backups, version control and phasing milestones.
[bookmark: _Toc231955211]6.2 Critical Success Factors
Successful completion will be determined by compliance with the sample categories, efficient data collection, consistent adherence to a framework and weekly tracking of the Gantt chart and data or analytical issues, clearly.
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