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[bookmark: _Toc1208826820]Identification of a Business Problem with Background and Rationale
Waitrose & Partners is one of the UK’s leading premium supermarkets, operating around 329 stores with approximately 7% market share (Kantar, 2024). The brand is known for high-quality products, ethical sourcing, and strong personal service, attracting customers who value interaction and a calm, premium shopping environment.
Since 2010, Waitrose has introduced self-checkout (SCO) systems, with a rapid expansion following the COVID-19 pandemic. By 2024, most branches received upgraded machines aimed at reducing queues and improving efficiency. The wider UK retail context highlights the strategic importance of these systems: the self-checkout market is valued at roughly £170 million in 2024, and SCOs now process the majority of transactions in large supermarket chains, making them a central element of modern retail operations. However, UK research shows that although almost all customers use SCOs, only around 50–55% prefer them (GetApp, 2024). This reveals a notable mismatch between retailers’ operational priorities and customer expectations.
Personal Workplace Context: Milton Keynes Branch
As a Waitrose Partner working at the Milton Keynes store, I observed daily challenges following our 2024–2025 SCO upgrade:
· Long peak-time queues often exceed manned checkout queues.
· Frequent scanning errors and weight-scale discrepancies.
· Limited packing space for large baskets.
· Card-only machines are causing issues for students using cash.
· Older customers needing support.
· No ability to purchase tobacco or lottery items.
· Many customers visit for social interaction, which SCOs reduce.
These issues make the topic both relevant and timely.

[bookmark: _Toc1867847628]2. Research Aims, Objectives, and Questions
Aim: To comprehensively evaluate the impact of self-checkout system implementation on customer satisfaction in Waitrose supermarkets, quantifying financial risks and proposing an optimization roadmap tailored to premium retail contexts.
Objectives
1. To map the historical rollout of self-checkout systems in Waitrose from 2010 to 2025, comparing its adoption pace, technological choices, and training practices with wider UK industry trends and premium competitors such as Marks & Spencer, to contextualise Waitrose’s strategic positioning.
2. To measure post-implementation customer satisfaction across five critical dimensions: interface usability, error frequency and handling, staff intervention speed and quality, perceived fairness of processes, and emotional reward from the experience.
3. To identify and analyse moderating factors such as customer demographics (e.g., age, income), situational variables (e.g., basket size, time of day), and store-specific elements (e.g., urban vs. rural locations) that influence satisfaction outcomes.
4. To estimate the probability of customer churn and loyalty erosion attributable to implementation-related frictions, linking satisfaction metrics to behavioural intentions.
5. To develop practical recommendations, including a "Checkout Allocation Toolkit" for managers, to mitigate negative impacts and enhance overall satisfaction.
Research Questions RQ1. How has Waitrose's phased implementation of self-checkout systems (encompassing hardware, software, training, and policies) influenced customer satisfaction trajectories over time? RQ2. Which specific implementation failures, such as error rates exceeding 8% or intervention times over 2 minutes, most strongly predict levels of customer dissatisfaction? RQ3. In what ways do moderating factors like customer age, basket size, shopping urgency, and store format affect preferences and satisfaction with self-checkouts? RQ4. What is the projected revenue at risk from current self-checkout pain points, and how much could targeted implementation refinements recover in terms of loyalty and EBITDA?

[bookmark: _Toc1390823447]3. Preliminary Literature Review
Research on self-checkout (SCO) systems has developed in three main stages. The first stage (2003–2012) focused on why customers choose to use SCOs. Dabholkar et al. (2003) showed that people are more willing to use self-checkouts when they believe the system is easy and helpful. Lee et al. (2010) also found that SCOs can reduce waiting and transaction time, which improves satisfaction for customers who like quick shopping, especially in busy stores.
The second stage (2013–2020) highlighted the problems that appear when SCOs are introduced. Meuter et al. (2005) explained that many customers experience “technology anxiety,” meaning they become stressed when an error occurs, such as a scanning problem or a machine malfunction. Weijters et al. (2007) found that each additional error increased customer dissatisfaction, especially when staff did not arrive quickly to help. Taylor (2016) showed that SCOs can also increase shoplifting or mistakes, which leads retailers to add more checks. These checks can make honest customers feel uncomfortable, which damages trust.
The most recent stage (2021–present) focuses more on customer emotions and expectations, especially in UK supermarkets. Orel and Kara (2021) found that human interaction at staffed checkouts strongly increases loyalty, sometimes more than speed. White et al. (2023) reported that customers in Sainsbury’s rated traditional checkouts higher (4.61/5) than SCOs (3.97/5). The dissatisfaction was especially strong among older customers, who often feel less confident with technology. Other research shows that reliability and ease of use remain the strongest predictors of satisfaction (Fernandes and Oliveira, 2016). Ivanov and Webster (2020) argue that customers see staffed checkouts as more rewarding because they require less effort. Esmark Jones et al. (2023) also found that SCOs work best for small baskets, while larger shops are better handled by traditional checkouts.
Industry reports support these findings. GetApp (2024) states that although many customers now accept SCOs, 76% still need staff help, and 73% experience delays. The Grocer (2023) reports falling service satisfaction across UK supermarkets because of SCO problems.
Even though research is growing, some gaps remain for Waitrose. There are no detailed studies comparing customer satisfaction before and after SCO rollout in a premium supermarket. There is also limited research on how high-value baskets (common in Waitrose) affect SCO experiences. Finally, few studies connect SCO issues with financial risk, such as customer churn. This project aims to fill these gaps using a mixed-methods design and real experience from the Waitrose Milton Keynes store.
Although these studies explain general customer attitudes toward self-checkout systems, they are particularly relevant for Waitrose because premium retailers rely heavily on personalised service and emotional engagement. This means that issues such as reduced human interaction or increased error anxiety may have a stronger negative impact on loyalty among Waitrose’s traditional customer base compared with mainstream supermarkets.
[bookmark: _Toc1086048138]4. Research Methodology & Design
This study adopts a pragmatic mixed-methods approach, combining quantitative and qualitative techniques to gain a broad yet detailed understanding of customer satisfaction with self-checkout systems in Waitrose. Pragmatism supports using multiple methods to explore both measurable elements and customer experiences (Saunders et al., 2009). A convergent parallel design is used, with both strands conducted at the same time and integrated at the analysis stage.
Phase 1 – Quantitative Strand Population: All Waitrose shoppers. Sample: n=320 via stratified intercept sampling at three diverse sites 
· Central London (high footfall)
· Suburban Cheshire (family demographics)
· Milton Keynes (chosen for recent SCO upgrade and researcher’s employment)
A 23-item questionnaire measures SCO satisfaction using E-S-QUAL (Parasuraman et al., 2005) and TechQual scales.
The sample will be balanced by age and basket size to ensure fair representation. A 23-item questionnaire based on E-S-QUAL (Parasuraman et al., 2005), TechQual (Collier and Bienstock, 2015), and several custom items will measure ease of use, errors, staff help, fairness, and overall satisfaction. The survey will be administered on paper or iPad at store exits during both peak and off-peak periods. Data will be analysed using descriptive statistics, correlations, and simple comparisons between groups (e.g., age or basket size) to identify patterns in satisfaction levels.
Phase 2 – Qualitative Strand 
Sample: 
8 interviews:
· 6 customers (high and low satisfaction)
· 2 managers across all stores
Milton Keynes interviews reveal detailed issues such as packing constraints, social expectations, and partner workload.
Method: Semi-structured interviews lasting 8 minutes in on-site cafés, guided by prompts like "Describe challenges during the self-checkout rollout and their effects on your experiences." Analysis: Template analysis (Brooks et al., 2015), initiating with a priori codes from Expectancy-Disconfirmation Theory (e.g., expectation gaps, disconfirmation events) and refining inductively through iterative coding cycles.
Phase 3 – Archival Analysis Review Waitrose intranet data, including error logs, intervention timestamps, and store-level NPS trends from 2022–2025, to contextualize primary findings.
Integration and Validity: Merge results in a joint display matrix with meta-inferences. Pilot testing (n=50) targets Cronbach's alpha >0.83; member-checking validates summaries; triangulation incorporates CCTV queue data for objectivity. Limitations, such as self-report biases, will be addressed through mixed-methods cross-verification.
Ethics: University approval (REF: LCLM-2025-117) ensures GDPR compliance, with anonymized data on encrypted OneDrive and withdrawal rights until 31 May 2026.
[bookmark: _Toc1035646652]5. Business Relevance & Practical Implications
Key Findings (anticipated)
· SCOs provide speed but cause stress when errors occur.
· Older customers prefer human interaction.
· Large baskets perform poorly on SCO due to space limits.
· Card-only SCOs exclude certain customer groups.
Table: Key Issues Identified
	Issue
	Impact
	Affected Groups

	Weight errors
	Delays
	All customers

	Limited space
	Slower packing
	Large baskets

	Card-only
	Excludes cash users
	Students, older shoppers

	No social interaction
	Reduced satisfaction
	Older customers


The research could facilitate a five-point increase in customer satisfaction, potentially adding £14 million to EBITDA by 2028 through a 2% improvement in customer retention, according to Partnership financial models (John Lewis Partnership, 2023). A 2% uplift is a realistic and conservative estimate: prior retail research demonstrates that even small increases in satisfaction can generate disproportionately higher loyalty gains in premium segments (Oliver, 2015). Waitrose customers, who place greater value on personalised service and emotional engagement, are also more sensitive to service quality lapses. Therefore, operational enhancements to the self-checkout experience—such as reducing errors, improving assistance speed, and supporting older shoppers—are likely to meaningfully influence repeat visits and retention.
Findings will inform broader retail strategies, emphasising the need for balanced automation in premium supermarket environments. Practical implications include:
1. A Live Implementation Dashboard to monitor error rates and trigger manned lane openings when exceeding 8% or interventions surpass 2 minutes.
2. Silver-Service Lanes automatically activated for over-65s and £75+ baskets, preserving loyalty among high-value segments.
3. Upgraded Voice-Guided Kiosks with larger fonts and audio prompts, targeted for rollout in 50 stores by Easter 2027 to reduce technology anxiety.
4. A Partner Playbook featuring 2-hour micro-training modules on "30-second rescues" for empathetic interventions. These outputs will be presented to the board on 1 July 2026, with a phased national implementation roadmap commencing in Q3 2026, potentially influencing industry standards for hybrid checkout models.

[bookmark: _Toc1687207171]6. Plan of Work 
This section outlines the planned timeline for completing the research project in a structured and systematic way. The schedule follows the logical sequence of academic research, beginning with topic refinement and proposal development, progressing through literature review, methodology design, data collection, and analysis, and concluding with the writing and submission of the final research project. The plan is designed to ensure that each stage receives adequate time and attention, while allowing flexibility for unforeseen delays.
The project is expected to take 18 weeks in total. Early stages focus on establishing a strong academic foundation through a clear research topic, background rationale, and relevant literature. Midway stages involve data collection using surveys and interviews, followed by detailed qualitative and quantitative analysis. The final phase includes integrating findings, drafting the full report, and completing revisions to ensure academic quality.
The table below provides an overview of each task, followed by a text-based Gantt chart that visually represents the timeline and sequence of activities.
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Conclusion
Self-checkout systems have become a core operational feature in UK supermarkets, but for premium retailers such as Waitrose, they create a unique tension between efficiency and emotional service expectations. This research demonstrates that while SCOs improve speed and reduce labour pressure, they simultaneously introduce new service challenges—especially for older customers, customers with large baskets, and those who value social interaction.
By integrating mixed methods and incorporating real operational experience from the Milton Keynes branch, the study provides a holistic understanding of the problem. The findings emphasise that customer dissatisfaction is driven not only by technical issues like errors and limited packing space, but also by emotional gaps created when human interaction is reduced.
The proposed recommendations—such as Silver-Service lanes, better guidance, strategic staff deployment, and improved intervention processes—offer practical, realistic solutions that align with the expectations of a premium supermarket environment.
Overall, this research highlights that technology in retail must enhance—not replace—the human touch. For Waitrose to maintain its reputation for warmth, quality, and service excellence, it must balance automation with personalised support. With thoughtful implementation, SCOs can become a positive, efficient, and customer-friendly part of the shopping experience.
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