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1.1 Introduction 

The UK grocery retail sector operates in an increasingly complex environment characterised by economic uncertainty, heightened competition and growing expectations for corporate sustainability. Persistent inflation and cost-of-living pressures have shifted consumer behaviour towards value for money while maintaining awareness of environmental and ethical issues (Deloitte, 2023). Organisations also face increasing pressure from governments, investors and wider stakeholders to strengthen environmental, social and governance (ESG) performance and integrate sustainability into long-term strategy (PwC, 2022).
As the UK's largest supermarket retailer, Tesco provides an appropriate case through which to examine these competing priorities. The company relies on cost leadership, operational efficiency and economies of scale to sustain its competitive position. Tesco remains the UK's leading grocery retailer despite increasing competition from discounters and changing consumer purchasing behaviour (Kantar, 2025). Simultaneously, Tesco has committed to reducing carbon emissions, tackling food waste, improving packaging sustainability and promoting responsible sourcing throughout its supply chain (Tesco PLC, 2024).
The relationship between cost competitiveness and sustainability has become an increasingly important area of academic and managerial debate. Some researchers argue that sustainability initiatives can enhance organisational performance by improving efficiency, strengthening reputation, and creating long-term competitive advantage. Others suggest that implementing such initiatives may increase operational costs and place additional pressure on firms operating in highly price-sensitive markets. These differing perspectives highlight the need for further investigation into how organisations can successfully integrate sustainability into their business strategies without undermining affordability or market competitiveness.
This dissertation focuses on Tesco’s approach to balancing these strategic priorities within the UK grocery sector. Using a systematic review of existing academic literature and secondary sources, the study aims to examine the extent to which cost leadership and sustainability commitments can co-exist and support long-term organisational success. By synthesising evidence from peer-reviewed research and relevant industry documentation, the dissertation seeks to contribute to a deeper understanding of the strategic trade-offs and opportunities associated with combining economic and environmental objectives in a highly competitive retail environment.
 
1.2 Background  
The UK grocery retail industry is highly competitive, price-sensitive and strongly influenced by changes in consumer spending behaviour. Customers frequently compare prices, switch between retailers and respond quickly to changes in household income, making cost efficiency a strategic priority. Porter’s (1985) theory of competitive advantage suggests that firms pursuing cost leadership gain advantage by reducing costs and improving efficiency to compete more effectively on price.
In recent years, these pressures have intensified due to inflation and the cost-of-living crisis. Deloitte (2023) reported that UK consumers increasingly adopted budget-friendly shopping behaviours, with affordability becoming a major household concern. This is particularly relevant to Tesco, where delivering customer value is central to its competitive position. As consumers become more price-conscious, Tesco must keep prices competitive while protecting profitability and market share.
At the same time, sustainability has become a major strategic priority for large retailers. Businesses are expected to address environmental and social pressures by reducing carbon emissions, limiting waste and improving supply chain responsibility. Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) argue that organisations with stronger sustainability practices can improve long-term processes and performance. Similarly, Busch and Friede (2018) found a positive relationship between corporate social and financial performance, although its strength varies across sectors and contexts.
Tesco has made sustainability a visible part of its corporate strategy. Recent reporting highlights commitments to affordable sustainable food, packaging reduction, food waste reduction and wider environmental performance (Tesco PLC, 2025). However, these commitments exist alongside the need to remain price competitive, creating strategic tension because sustainability initiatives often require investment in new systems, supplier practices, energy efficiency and operational changes.
This issue is significant because Tesco must balance two priorities that may not always align: keeping prices affordable while meeting sustainability commitments. This dissertation investigates that balance through existing academic literature and secondary sources to understand how cost competitiveness and sustainability can be managed together within Tesco’s UK grocery operations.
1.3 Research Aim
The aim of this dissertation is to investigate how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with its sustainability commitments within the UK grocery market.
 
1.4 Research Objectives 

To achieve the research aim, this dissertation will pursue the following objectives:
1. To examine the role of cost leadership in Tesco’s competitive positioning within the UK grocery sector.
2. To critically analyse Tesco’s sustainability commitments and the key environmental initiatives implemented across its operations.
3. To critically evaluate the strategic tensions and trade-offs between maintaining cost efficiency and investing in sustainability.
4. To assess how Tesco can balance affordability and environmental sustainability to support long-term competitive advantage and strategic decision-making.


1.5. Research Questions

To address the research aim and objectives, this dissertation will be guided by the following research questions:
1. How does Tesco utilise cost leadership to maintain its competitive position within the UK grocery sector?
2. What sustainability commitments and environmental initiatives has Tesco implemented within its UK operations?
3. What strategic tensions and trade-offs arise between maintaining cost efficiency and investing in sustainability at Tesco?
4. How can Tesco effectively balance affordability with environmental sustainability to support long-term competitive advantage within the UK grocery market.

1.6  Summary 
This chapter has introduced the research topic by outlining the growing strategic importance of balancing cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments within the UK grocery retail sector. It has established the background to the study, highlighting the economic and environmental pressures influencing Tesco’s operations, and has presented the research aim, objectives and research questions that will guide the investigation.
By defining a clear focus for the dissertation, this chapter provides the foundation for examining the relationship between cost leadership and sustainability within Tesco’s UK operations. The following chapter presents a critical review of the relevant academic literature, exploring the key theories, concepts and empirical studies that underpin the research and identifying the gap that this dissertation seeks to address

[bookmark: _Toc236042260]CHAPTER 2: Literature Review

[bookmark: _Toc236042261]2.1 Introduction to the Literature Review
This chapter critically reviews the academic and professional literature relevant to the relationship between cost competitiveness and sustainability within the UK grocery retail sector. The purpose of the review is to examine existing theories, empirical evidence and contemporary debates that inform an understanding of how large retailers, particularly Tesco, balance the competing demands of maintaining affordable prices while pursuing environmental sustainability objectives.

[bookmark: _Toc236042262]2.2 Cost Leadership Theory
Cost leadership is a key strategic framework explaining how organisations achieve competitive advantage in industries characterised by intense price competition and low profit margins. Porter (1985), supported by Banker, Mashruwala and Tripathy (2014), argues that firms pursuing this strategy seek to become the lowest-cost producer while maintaining acceptable quality and service standards through operational efficiency, economies of scale and effective supply chain management. More recent research suggests cost leadership remains effective when combined with digital transformation, supply chain resilience and strategic adaptability (Verhoef et al., 2021).

However, Porter’s framework has been criticised for placing excessive emphasis on cost reduction. Miller (1986) argues that firms relying heavily on a single generic strategy may become vulnerable to changing market conditions and reduced innovation, limiting investment in long-term capabilities such as sustainability.

Recent literature indicates that successful cost leadership depends on aligning cost efficiency with broader organisational objectives. Islami et al. (2020) found that effective implementation of Porter’s generic strategies improves organisational performance when supported by appropriate resources and favourable market conditions. Similarly, Acquaah and Agyapong (2016) argue that sustained cost leadership requires continuous process improvement and organisational adaptability.

For Tesco, cost leadership is supported by purchasing power, logistics and operational efficiency, enabling competitive pricing. However, investments in sustainable sourcing, packaging improvements and carbon reduction increase short-term costs, creating challenges for maintaining affordability. As the UK grocery sector continues to evolve in response to changing consumer expectations, economic pressures and channel development (IGD, 2025), Cost Leadership Theory provides a useful foundation for examining how Tesco balances price competitiveness with its sustainability commitments.

[bookmark: _Toc236042263]2.3 Resource-Based View (RBV)
The Resource-Based View (RBV) argues that sustainable competitive advantage stems from an organisation’s unique internal resources and capabilities rather than cost efficiency alone. Barney (1991) proposes that firms achieve long-term success by possessing valuable, rare, inimitable and non-substitutable resources that competitors cannot easily replicate. More recent research argues that firms must also develop dynamic capabilities to continuously adapt these resources to changing competitive environments (Barney, Ketchen and Wright, 2021).

Peteraf (1993) argues that firms sustain competitive advantage by protecting and exploiting strategic resources over time, highlighting the importance of innovation, supplier relationships and operational expertise. Extending this concept, Hart (1995) introduced the Natural-Resource-Based View, suggesting that pollution prevention, sustainable development and environmental management can become sources of competitive advantage, while Teece (2018) emphasises the importance of adapting capabilities to changing environments. Furthermore, competitive advantage is strengthened when organisations combine tangible and intangible resources to create capabilities that competitors find difficult to replicate (Kraaijenbrink, Spender and Groen, 2010).

For Tesco, responsible sourcing, waste reduction, low-carbon operations and sustainable supply chain practices may represent valuable strategic resources rather than additional costs, strengthening operational efficiency, customer trust and long-term competitiveness. Consequently, the RBV provides a theoretical perspective for understanding how sustainability initiatives support Tesco’s strategic position.

Rather than viewing the RBV and Cost Leadership Theory as contradictory, combining efficient cost management with sustainability-related capabilities may enable Tesco to achieve both short-term competitiveness and long-term strategic advantage.

[bookmark: _Toc236042264]2.4 Stakeholder Theory

Stakeholder Theory explains why organisations pursue objectives beyond short-term financial performance by recognising the interests of multiple stakeholder groups. Freeman (1984), supported by Parmar et al. (2010), argues that businesses should create value for customers, employees, suppliers, investors and wider society rather than focusing solely on shareholders. Recent stakeholder research further suggests that organisations creating value for multiple stakeholder groups are more likely to achieve sustainable competitive advantage and long-term resilience (Harrison, Barney, Freeman and Phillips, 2019).

Donaldson and Preston (1995) further contend that Stakeholder theory, further developed by Parmar et al. (2010) provides both a descriptive and normative framework for organisational management, suggesting that firms which effectively address stakeholder interests are more likely to achieve sustainable success. Successfully balancing stakeholder expectations also enhances organisational legitimacy and trust, strengthening long-term business performance (Crane and Ruebottom, 2011). However, balancing competing demands may create strategic tensions, particularly where financial objectives conflict with environmental or social priorities.

This perspective is particularly relevant to Tesco, which faces increasing pressure from consumers, regulators and investors to strengthen its sustainability performance while maintaining affordable prices. Initiatives such as responsible sourcing, packaging reduction and carbon emission targets may enhance corporate reputation and reduce long-term risks but can also require significant investment. Consequently, Stakeholder Theory helps explain the challenge Tesco faces in reconciling stakeholder expectations with its cost leadership strategy and provides an important lens for analysing the balance between affordability and sustainability.


[bookmark: _Toc236042265]2.5 Triple Bottom Line

The Triple Bottom Line (TBL) framework, introduced by Elkington (1997), argues that organisations should balance economic, environmental and social objectives rather than focus solely on financial performance. Commonly described as “profit, planet and people”, the framework encourages businesses to create long-term value while minimising environmental impacts and contributing positively to society.
Supporters argue that integrating sustainability into business strategy can strengthen resilience and competitiveness. Slaper and Hall (2011) suggest that firms adopting the TBL approach are better equipped to respond to stakeholder expectations and changing market conditions, indicating that sustainability initiatives may support long-term value creation rather than simply increase costs.

However, the framework has been criticised for its practical application. Norman and MacDonald (2004) argue that balancing and measuring economic, environmental and social performance is inherently difficult, creating challenges for organisations seeking to implement the model effectively.

For Tesco, the TBL framework highlights the need to balance affordability with environmental responsibilities such as reducing carbon emissions, minimising waste and promoting sustainable sourcing. It therefore provides a useful lens for understanding the strategic trade-offs involved in pursuing both cost competitiveness and sustainability within the UK grocery sector. Evidence also suggests that integrating sustainability into core business strategy can strengthen innovation, operational efficiency and long-term competitive advantage (Engert, Rauter and Baumgartner, 2016).

[bookmark: _Toc236042266]2.6 Corporate Sustainability and Financial Performance
The relationship between corporate sustainability and financial performance remains widely debated. While some studies suggest sustainability initiatives enhance long-term competitiveness, others argue they impose short-term costs, particularly in highly competitive industries.

Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) found that organisations adopting strong sustainability practices often outperform their peers over the long term. Similarly, Khan, Serafeim and Yoon (2016) argue that firms investing in strategically material sustainability issues are more likely to improve financial performance through environmental and operational benefits. More recent evidence also suggests that integrating sustainability into strategic decision-making enhances financial performance by improving operational efficiency, innovation and risk management (Alshehhi, Nobanee and Khare, 2018).

However, the evidence is not universally positive. Busch and Friede (2018) conclude that although sustainability is generally associated with improved financial performance, outcomes vary across industries and implementation approaches, with benefits often emerging over longer time horizons. Likewise, Friede, Busch and Bassen (2015) found that most empirical studies report a positive relationship between sustainability performance and financial outcomes. For retailers such as Tesco, narrow profit margins and price-sensitive consumers may make sustainability investments difficult to justify in the short term.

Overall, the literature suggests sustainability and financial performance are not inherently conflicting objectives but depend on how effectively sustainability initiatives are integrated into organisational strategy.


[bookmark: _Toc236042267]2.7 Consumer Behaviour and the Cost-of-Living Crisis
Consumer behaviour plays a significant role in shaping competition within the UK grocery sector, particularly during periods of economic uncertainty. Rising inflation and the cost-of-living crisis have increased consumer focus on affordability and value for money, requiring retailers such as Tesco to maintain competitive pricing to retain market share.

Although many consumers express support for environmentally sustainable products, research identifies an “attitude–behaviour gap”, whereby ethical intentions do not always translate into purchasing decisions, especially when budgets are constrained. This suggests that consumers frequently prioritise affordability over sustainability when financial pressures increase, despite continuing to express positive attitudes towards environmentally responsible products (White, Habib and Hardisty, 2019). As a result, retailers may struggle to pass the costs of sustainability initiatives on to consumers through higher prices.

For Tesco, this creates a strategic challenge. Research also indicates that consumers increasingly expect retailers to demonstrate environmental responsibility, although purchasing decisions remain strongly influenced by price, convenience and perceived value (Joshi and Rahman, 2015). Customers increasingly expect responsible environmental practices while simultaneously prioritising low prices and promotional offers. Consequently, understanding consumer behaviour is essential for balancing affordability with sustainability and informs the wider discussion of how Tesco can maintain competitiveness while meeting evolving stakeholder expectations.

[bookmark: _Toc236042268]2.8 Tesco’s Cost Leadership and Sustainability Strategies

Tesco’s competitive position in the UK grocery market has long been supported by a cost leadership strategy based on operational efficiency, economies of scale and effective supply chain management, enabling it to provide affordable products while remaining competitive (Porter, 1985). Alongside this approach, Tesco has strengthened its sustainability agenda through initiatives focused on reducing carbon emissions, minimising food waste, improving packaging and promoting responsible sourcing.

Academic literature suggests that these objectives can complement one another rather than conflict. Porter and Kramer (2011) argue that organisations create both economic and social value by embedding sustainability within competitive strategy, while Seuring and Müller (2008) emphasise the importance of integrating environmental considerations across supply chains. Similarly, Genovese et al. (2017) suggest that circular economy practices, including waste reduction and resource efficiency, can enhance both sustainability and operational performance.

However, implementing such initiatives requires investment, creating challenges for retailers operating in highly competitive markets. This reinforces the argument that successfully integrating sustainability requires organisations to align environmental initiatives with wider strategic and operational objectives rather than treating them as isolated activities (Baumgartner and Rauter, 2017). For Tesco, balancing affordability with sustainability therefore remains a strategic priority and illustrates the broader challenge of aligning cost competitiveness with long-term environmental commitments.

[bookmark: _Toc236042269]2.9 Strategic Trade-offs Between Cost Competitiveness and Sustainability
The literature consistently recognises that organisations face strategic decisions when balancing economic performance with environmental responsibility. For retailers operating in highly competitive, low-margin sectors, maintaining affordability while investing in sustainability initiatives creates tensions requiring careful managerial judgement.

Porter’s (1985) Cost Leadership Theory argues that firms achieve competitive advantage through cost minimisation and operational efficiency. In contrast, the Resource-Based View suggests long-term advantage stems from valuable organisational capabilities that competitors cannot easily imitate (Barney, 1991). Sustainability initiatives such as responsible sourcing, energy efficiency and waste reduction may therefore represent strategic assets rather than operational expenses.
Empirical evidence presents contrasting perspectives. Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) argue that organisations with strong sustainability practices often outperform their peers over the long term. Similarly, Busch and Friede (2018) conclude that sustainability is generally associated with improved financial performance, although outcomes vary according to organisational context and implementation. However, financing sustainability initiatives remains challenging in industries characterised by narrow profit margins and intense price competition.

Bansal and DesJardine (2014) argue that organisations often struggle to reconcile short-term financial pressures with longer-term sustainability objectives, particularly where managers are evaluated on immediate performance. Nevertheless, Ambec and Lanoie (2008) suggest environmental initiatives can generate economic benefits through greater efficiency, innovation and improved stakeholder relationships.

For Tesco, affordability and sustainability should not be viewed as mutually exclusive objectives. Operational improvements that reduce waste, optimise logistics and improve energy efficiency can lower costs while enhancing environmental performance. However, initiatives requiring substantial upfront investment may create short-term financial pressures before long-term benefits emerge. Tesco’s challenge is therefore to identify opportunities where cost competitiveness and sustainability reinforce one another.

Overall, balancing cost leadership with sustainability is context-dependent. Success depends on organisational capabilities, stakeholder expectations and the integration of environmental considerations into broader competitive objectives, highlighting the need for further research within the UK grocery sector.


[bookmark: _Toc236042270]2.10 Research Gap

Existing literature provides substantial insight into cost leadership, corporate sustainability and organisational performance. However, much of this research examines these concepts separately or across broad industries and international contexts. Comparatively limited attention has been given to how UK supermarket retailers balance cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments within highly price-sensitive markets, particularly during periods of economic pressure.

Although previous studies have explored sustainability, financial performance and consumer behaviour, relatively few focus specifically on Tesco’s approach to integrating affordability with environmental responsibility. 

This dissertation addresses this gap by critically synthesising secondary evidence to examine how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments. In doing so, it aims to provide a more integrated understanding of the strategic trade-offs and opportunities associated with pursuing economic and environmental objectives simultaneously.

[bookmark: _Toc236042271]2.11 Chapter Summary
This chapter critically reviewed the literature relating to cost leadership, sustainability and strategic management within the UK grocery sector. It identified the theoretical foundations and research gap underpinning the dissertation and provided the basis for the methodological approach presented in the following chapter.




 
[bookmark: _Toc236042272]CHAPTER 3: Methodology

[bookmark: _Toc236042273]3.1 Systematic Literature Review (SLR)

This study adopts a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) as the primary research methodology to investigate how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments within the UK grocery retail sector. An SLR is widely recognised as a rigorous and transparent methodology for identifying, evaluating and synthesising existing research through a structured process, reducing the subjectivity associated with traditional narrative reviews (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003; Snyder, 2019; Xiao and Watson, 2019). By following predefined procedures for searching, selecting and analysing literature, an SLR enhances the credibility and reliability of the research process while enabling findings to be replicated (Page et al., 2021).

This study addresses the research aim through the analysis and synthesis of secondary data. Rather than collecting primary data, it draws upon peer-reviewed journal articles, seminal literature, and organisational and industry reports to examine the relationship between cost competitiveness and sustainability within Tesco. Synthesising evidence from multiple credible sources provides a balanced understanding of the research problem while reducing the influence of individual studies (Snyder, 2019; Tranfield et al., 2003).

An SLR is particularly appropriate because the research question spans several interconnected academic disciplines. Xiao and Watson (2019) argue that systematic literature reviews provide a structured framework for integrating diverse research findings, while Tranfield et al. (2003) emphasise that they strengthen evidence-informed management research through explicit review procedures.

Furthermore, the PRISMA 2020 guidance highlights the importance of transparent reporting to improve the quality and reproducibility of systematic reviews (Page et al., 2021). More recent methodological guidance also emphasises that systematic literature reviews should follow structured procedures to enhance the quality and reliability of management research (Sauer and Seuring, 2023).

Overall, the Systematic Literature Review provides an appropriate methodological foundation for this dissertation. Its evidence-based approach supports the research aim by ensuring conclusions are derived from the systematic synthesis of high-quality secondary evidence, providing a reliable foundation for the subsequent analysis and discussion.




[bookmark: _Toc236042274]3.2 Search Strategy

A structured search strategy was adopted to ensure the systematic identification of relevant literature while minimising selection bias. A clearly defined search strategy is a fundamental component of a Systematic Literature Review, enhancing transparency, consistency and reproducibility through explicit and predetermined search procedures (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003; Xiao and Watson, 2019). Developing a predefined search strategy is considered essential for comprehensive and reproducible literature identification within systematic reviews (Bramer et al., 2018).

The literature search commenced with Google Scholar to identify the breadth of existing research and establish the principal concepts relating to cost competitiveness, sustainability and Tesco within the UK grocery retail sector. The search was subsequently refined using specialist academic databases, including ScienceDirect and Emerald Insight, to identify high-quality peer-reviewed journal articles relevant to the research aim and objectives. Using multiple databases increased the breadth of the search while reducing the risk of overlooking relevant studies (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

The search prioritised peer-reviewed journal articles to ensure the reliability and academic quality of the evidence base. Where appropriate, seminal theoretical works and official organisational reports were included to provide foundational theoretical perspectives and company-specific information unavailable from journal articles alone. Studies were screened by title, abstract and, where necessary, full text before being assessed against the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria.

Overall, the structured search strategy strengthened the methodological rigour of the study by ensuring literature was identified systematically, selected consistently and aligned with the research aim and objectives. Consequently, the search process enhanced the transparency and reliability of the evidence base underpinning the dissertation.


[bookmark: _Toc236042275]3.3 Search Terms

The search terms were developed from the research aim and objectives to ensure the literature identified was relevant to the study. Broad and specific keywords, together with Boolean operators (e.g. AND, OR), were used to refine the search process and improve search relevance (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003; Xiao and Watson, 2019; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023). Predefined search terms and Boolean operators improve the consistency and effectiveness of systematic database searches (Bramer et al., 2018).

	Research Theme
	Search Terms Used

	Cost Competitiveness
	"Cost leadership", "Porter's generic strategies", "competitive advantage"

	Sustainability
	"Corporate sustainability", "sustainability and financial performance"

	Tesco
	"Tesco sustainability", "Tesco cost leadership"

	Retail Sector
	"UK grocery retail", "food retail"

	Strategic Management
	"Resource-Based View", "stakeholder theory"

	Combined Searches
	"Tesco" AND "cost leadership"; "Tesco" AND sustainability; "cost leadership" AND sustainability; "UK grocery retail" AND "competitive advantage"


Table 3.1 Search Terms


[bookmark: _Toc236042276]3.4 Keywords

The keywords were derived from the research aim, objectives and underpinning theoretical frameworks to improve the accuracy and relevance of the literature search. Carefully selected keywords improve search precision and enable the comprehensive identification of relevant studies (Gusenbauer and Gauster, 2025). They also ensured the literature remained aligned with the research focus across multiple databases (Xiao and Watson, 2019; Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

	Research Area
	Keywords

	Cost Strategy
	Cost leadership, cost competitiveness, competitive advantage

	Sustainability
	Sustainability, Triple Bottom Line

	Strategic Management
	Resource-Based View, Stakeholder Theory

	Organisation
	Tesco

	Industry
	UK grocery retail

	Consumer Perspective
	Consumer behaviour



Table 3.2 Keywords


[bookmark: _Toc236042277]3.5 Databases

Relevant literature was identified through established academic databases to ensure the quality and credibility of the evidence. Multiple databases were used to improve literature coverage and reduce the likelihood of overlooking relevant studies, consistent with systematic review guidance (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003; Xiao and Watson, 2019; Hiebl, 2023).
Google Scholar was used to identify the breadth of existing literature, while ScienceDirect, Emerald Insight and SpringerLink were used to retrieve peer-reviewed journal articles relevant to the research topic. Using multiple databases contributed to a comprehensive review of the available literature (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023).

Although multiple databases maximise literature coverage (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003), broader searches may retrieve irrelevant studies, requiring rigorous screening procedures (Hiebl, 2023). Therefore, predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria were applied to retain only relevant literature.

[bookmark: _Toc236042278]3.6 Inclusion/Exclusion Criteria
 
[bookmark: _Toc236042279]3.6.1 Inclusion Criteria

Predefined inclusion criteria ensured that only relevant and credible sources were included within the Systematic Literature Review. Establishing eligibility criteria before screening is recognised as good practice because it promotes consistency, transparency and reduces selection bias (Hiebl, 2023; Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003; Page et al., 2021).

	Inclusion Criterion
	Justification

	Peer-reviewed journal articles
	To ensure academic rigour, credibility and high-quality evidence.

	English language publications
	To enable accurate interpretation and critical analysis.

	Recent publications
	To reflect current developments in cost competitiveness, sustainability and strategic management.

	Seminal theoretical works
	Included where they established key theories such as Cost Leadership Theory, the Resource-Based View, Stakeholder Theory and the Triple Bottom Line.

	Tesco PLC and reputable industry reports
	To provide relevant company-specific and sector-specific evidence where appropriate.

	Studies relevant to the research aim and objectives
	To ensure direct alignment with Tesco, cost competitiveness, sustainability and the UK grocery retail sector.


Table 3.3 Inclusion Criteria

[bookmark: _Toc236042280]3.6.2 Exclusion Criteria

Predefined exclusion criteria were applied to remove literature that did not meet the required academic and methodological standards. Clearly defined exclusion criteria promote transparent and reproducible sample selection by ensuring studies are assessed consistently against predetermined standards (Hiebl, 2023). Consequently, only appropriate studies were retained within the review (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003; Page et al., 2021).

	Exclusion Criterion
	Reason for Exclusion

	Studies unrelated to the research topic
	Did not address cost competitiveness, sustainability or strategic management within a relevant context.

	Non-peer-reviewed sources
	Opinion blogs, commercial websites and informal online publications lacked sufficient academic credibility.

	Duplicate publications
	Removed to avoid repetition of evidence.

	Older non-seminal literature
	Excluded where it did not provide significant theoretical or empirical contribution.

	Studies lacking methodological transparency
	Excluded to maintain the reliability and quality of the review.


Table 3.4 Exclusion Criteria

Whilst restricting the review to peer-reviewed publications enhances academic quality, some researchers acknowledge that this approach may exclude valuable industry evidence and grey literature. To address this limitation, official reports published by Tesco PLC and reputable industry organisations were included where they provided credible company-specific evidence.
 
[bookmark: _Toc236042281]3.7 Search Results
The structured search strategy identified 118 potentially relevant sources across the selected academic databases. Following the removal of duplicate records, studies were screened against the predefined inclusion and exclusion criteria using titles, abstracts and, where necessary, full texts. Eligible publications were retained for analysis, comprising peer-reviewed journal articles, seminal theoretical literature and organisational reports.

After removing 20 duplicate records, 98 sources progressed to title and abstract screening, of which 54 underwent full-text assessment. Fourteen studies were excluded for failing to meet the predefined criteria, leaving 40 sources for the thematic analysis presented in Chapter 4. presented in Chapter 4.
	Stage
	Number of Studies

	Initial database search
	118

	Duplicates removed
	20

	Records screened by title and abstract
	98

	Full-text studies assessed for eligibility
	54

	Studies excluded following full-text review
	14

	Final sources included in the review
	40


Table 3.5 Search Results


[bookmark: _Toc236042282]3.8 Ethical Considerations

As this study was based exclusively on secondary research, no human participants were involved and formal ethical approval was not required. Nevertheless, academic integrity was maintained by accurately representing previous authors' findings and acknowledging all sources using the UWTSD Harvard Referencing style.

The review prioritised peer-reviewed journal articles and official publications produced by Tesco PLC and other reputable industry organisations. The CRAAP framework (Currency, Relevance, Authority, Accuracy and Purpose) was used to evaluate source quality and suitability, ensuring sources were current, relevant and academically credible while reducing researcher bias (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023; Page et al., 2021).

Recent publications were prioritised, while seminal theoretical works were retained where they provided the foundations of key theories.

[bookmark: _Toc236042283]3.9 Chapter Summary

This chapter outlined the methodological approach adopted to address the research aim through the analysis and synthesis of secondary data. It justified the use of a Systematic Literature Review (SLR) and described the search strategy, search terms, keywords, databases, and inclusion and exclusion criteria used to identify relevant evidence. These procedures ensured the review was conducted systematically and in accordance with recognised systematic review guidance (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003). Ethical considerations were addressed to promote academic integrity and minimise researcher bias. The following chapter presents the thematic findings and discussion on how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments within the UK grocery retail sector.
 
[bookmark: _Toc236042284]CHAPTER 4:  Findings and Discussion
 
[bookmark: _Toc236042285]4.1 Introduction

This chapter presents and discusses the findings of the Systematic Literature Review. The findings are organised thematically in line with the research aim and objectives, focusing on Tesco's cost competitiveness, sustainability commitments, strategic trade-offs, and the balance between affordability and environmental responsibility within the UK grocery retail sector.

Rather than presenting each source individually, this chapter synthesises the evidence to identify patterns, trends and disagreements across the literature. Academic studies, theoretical perspectives and secondary data are critically compared to evaluate Tesco's strategic approach and its ability to maintain competitive prices while responding to increasing sustainability expectations.

[bookmark: _Toc236042286]4.2 Theme One: Cost Leadership as Tesco’s Competitive Strategy

The evidence reviewed consistently demonstrates that cost leadership remains a fundamental source of competitive advantage within the UK grocery retail sector. Retailers operating in highly competitive, low-margin markets must continuously improve operational efficiency to maintain affordable prices and financial performance. This has become increasingly important following the cost-of-living crisis, during which consumers have become more price-conscious and value-oriented (Deloitte, 2023). Consequently, maintaining a strong cost-competitive position remains central to Tesco’s long-term strategy.
The literature suggests that contemporary cost leadership extends beyond minimising operational costs. Porter’s (1985) foundational theory identifies cost efficiency as the principal driver of competitive advantage; however, more recent research indicates that successful implementation depends on integrating operational efficiency with organisational capabilities and strategic adaptability. Islami, Mustafa and Topuzovska Latkovikj (2020) demonstrate that organisations applying Porter’s generic strategies effectively are more likely to achieve superior organisational performance when supported by appropriate internal resources and favourable market conditions. Collectively, these findings indicate that cost leadership has evolved from a purely operational strategy into a broader strategic capability. Recent research further suggests that competitive advantage increasingly depends on an organisation’s ability to continuously renew and reconfigure its strategic capabilities in response to changing market conditions (Warner and Wäger, 2019).

Although the literature consistently identifies cost leadership as an effective competitive strategy, researchers disagree regarding whether it remains sufficient within increasingly dynamic business environments. Porter (1985) argues that maintaining lower costs than competitors enables sustainable competitive advantage through superior market positioning. In contrast, Barney (1991) and Dynamic Capabilities Theory (Teece et al., 1997) contend that cost efficiency alone is unlikely to provide lasting competitive advantage unless supported by valuable organisational resources and adaptability. This distinction is particularly relevant to Tesco because the UK grocery retail sector is characterised by continuous technological innovation, evolving consumer expectations and increasing sustainability requirements. 

Consequently, maintaining competitive prices alone is insufficient without continuous organisational learning, innovation and capability development. Furthermore, an excessive emphasis on cost reduction may restrict organisational flexibility and reduce Tesco’s capacity to respond effectively to emerging market opportunities or sustainability challenges. Therefore, the evidence suggests that long-term competitive advantage depends on combining cost leadership with strategic adaptability and the continuous development of organisational capabilities.

A further pattern identified within the literature is the importance of operational capabilities in sustaining cost leadership. Studies consistently identify supply chain integration, economies of scale, technological investment and efficient inventory management as critical factors supporting long-term cost competitiveness. Together, these capabilities enable organisations to reduce operational inefficiencies while maintaining service quality and customer value. Within Tesco, this pattern is reflected through continued investment in digital transformation, automated distribution networks and supply chain optimisation, improving operational efficiency while supporting competitive pricing (Tesco PLC, 2024). These operational capabilities demonstrate that Tesco’s competitive position is supported by continuous organisational improvement rather than price competition alone, aligning with evidence that organisations sustain competitive advantage by continually developing and adapting internal capabilities (Helfat and Martin, 2015).

However, the relationship between cost leadership and long-term competitive advantage remains contested. While numerous studies conclude that cost efficiency enables retailers to strengthen market share and respond to price-sensitive consumers, Barney (1991) contends that sustainable competitive advantage depends on developing valuable, rare, inimitable and organisationally embedded resources. Similarly, Teece et al. (1997) argue that dynamic capabilities are essential for enabling organisations to adapt to changing market conditions, suggesting that cost leadership alone may be insufficient in rapidly evolving retail environments. For Tesco, maintaining competitive prices must therefore be complemented by continued investment in digital technologies, supply chain innovation and organisational learning.

Despite broad agreement regarding the strategic importance of cost leadership, the literature highlights important limitations. Miller (1986) argues that excessive dependence on a single competitive strategy may reduce organisational flexibility and constrain a firm's ability to respond to changing market conditions. More recent research similarly indicates that long-term organisational performance increasingly depends on combining cost efficiency with innovation, strategic capabilities and responsiveness to external change (Islami et al., 2020). These findings suggest cost leadership should be viewed as one component of a broader competitive strategy rather than an isolated objective.

Overall, the evidence suggests that Tesco’s competitive advantage is achieved not solely through maintaining low prices but by integrating operational efficiency with broader organisational capabilities that support long-term competitiveness. This finding provides an important foundation for examining how Tesco combines its commitment to affordability with increasingly ambitious sustainability objectives, explored in the following section.

[bookmark: _Toc236042287]4.3 Theme Two: Sustainability as a Strategic Priority

The literature consistently demonstrates that sustainability has evolved from a peripheral corporate responsibility initiative into a fundamental component of long-term business strategy. Across the reviewed studies, a clear pattern emerges that organisations are increasingly expected to achieve economic, environmental and social objectives simultaneously rather than treating them as separate priorities. This shift has been driven by increasing stakeholder expectations, changing consumer preferences, regulatory developments and growing recognition that sustainable business practices can contribute to long-term organisational resilience and competitive advantage.

The evidence further indicates that sustainability creates value beyond environmental performance alone. The Triple Bottom Line framework proposes that organisations should measure success through economic, environmental and social outcomes rather than financial performance in isolation (Elkington, 1997). Similarly, Stakeholder Theory suggests that organisations achieving long-term success are those capable of balancing the interests of customers, employees, suppliers, investors and wider society (Freeman, 1984; Harrison, Freeman and Abreu, 2015). Collectively, these perspectives demonstrate that sustainability has become increasingly integrated within strategic decision-making rather than remaining a separate corporate responsibility function.

A further pattern identified throughout the literature is the strategic importance of sustainable supply chain management. Studies consistently suggest that improvements in responsible sourcing, waste reduction, resource efficiency and supply chain collaboration contribute not only to environmental performance but also to operational effectiveness and long-term organisational value (Seuring and Müller, 2008; Genovese et al., 2017). Rather than viewing sustainability initiatives as additional costs, these studies argue that well-managed environmental practices can strengthen organisational performance through greater efficiency, innovation and resilience.

Within Tesco, these wider patterns are reflected through the organisation's sustainability strategy, which incorporates commitments relating to carbon reduction, food waste, sustainable sourcing, recyclable packaging and responsible supply chain management (Tesco PLC, 2025). The evidence suggests that these initiatives are integrated into Tesco's broader corporate strategy rather than operating independently of commercial objectives. This demonstrates that sustainability is increasingly viewed as a strategic investment capable of supporting both long-term organisational resilience and stakeholder confidence. This is consistent with the argument that organisations embedding sustainability within their core business models are better positioned to generate long-term value while strengthening strategic resilience and competitive performance (Lozano, 2015).

However, the relationship between sustainability and organisational performance remains subject to ongoing academic debate. Whilst many researchers argue that sustainability enhances competitive advantage through improved operational efficiency, stakeholder trust and long-term resilience, others contend that sustainability initiatives can generate significant implementation costs, particularly during the initial stages of adoption. Porter and Kramer (2011) acknowledge that creating shared value requires organisations to redesign products, processes and supply chains, often involving substantial investment before financial benefits are realised. Similarly, Hahn et al. (2015) argue that organisations frequently encounter tensions between economic, environmental and social objectives because improvements in one dimension may require compromises in another. For retailers such as Tesco, this suggests that sustainability cannot simply be regarded as a source of competitive advantage; rather, it requires continuous strategic decision-making to balance environmental commitments with cost competitiveness, operational efficiency and consumer affordability. Consequently, the evidence indicates that the success of sustainability initiatives depends not only on their adoption but also on an organisation's ability to integrate them effectively within its wider business strategy. This supports the view that sustainability creates the greatest organisational value when it is embedded across strategic planning, governance and day-to-day operations rather than implemented as isolated environmental initiatives (Silvestre and Ţîrcă, 2019).

The literature also indicates that the relationship between sustainability and competitive advantage is highly dependent upon effective implementation rather than the adoption of sustainability initiatives alone. Organisations that integrate sustainability into strategic planning, operational processes and supply chain management are more likely to realise long-term economic and environmental benefits than organisations adopting isolated sustainability initiatives. Furthermore, the benefits of sustainability frequently emerge over an extended period rather than generating immediate financial returns. Although environmental investments may initially increase organisational expenditure through infrastructure development, supply chain transformation and technological investment, these initiatives can generate efficiencies through waste reduction, improved resource utilisation and enhanced stakeholder confidence over time. This reinforces the argument that organisations adopting a long-term strategic perspective are more likely to realise both economic and environmental value from sustainability investments than those focused primarily on short-term financial outcomes (Stubbs and Cocklin, 2008). For Tesco, this implies that sustainability initiatives are more likely to strengthen competitive advantage when they remain closely aligned with operational efficiency, customer value and commercial decision-making.

Despite broad agreement regarding the strategic importance of sustainability, the literature also highlights that implementation remains challenging. Recent evidence further argues that the successful implementation of sustainability strategies depends upon strong organisational leadership, effective governance and the integration of sustainability into strategic decision-making processes (Kraus et al., 2020). While many studies emphasise the long-term benefits of sustainability, organisations operating within highly competitive sectors must continue to balance environmental investment with commercial performance and consumer affordability. Consequently, the literature suggests that sustainability should not be viewed as an objective separate from business performance but as a strategic capability that requires continuous integration with wider organisational priorities. This finding provides the foundation for the following section, which critically examines the tensions and trade-offs associated with balancing cost competitiveness and sustainability within Tesco.

Although sustainability offers long-term benefits, organisations rarely implement it without difficulty. The literature increasingly recognises that the challenge lies not in choosing between sustainability and cost competitiveness but in determining how both objectives can be pursued simultaneously. This provides the basis for examining the strategic trade-offs discussed in the following theme.

[bookmark: _Toc236042288]4.4 Theme Three: Strategic Trade-offs Between Cost Competitiveness and Sustainability
The evidence reviewed demonstrates that balancing cost competitiveness with sustainability represents one of the most significant strategic challenges facing contemporary food retailers. Although both objectives contribute to long-term organisational success, the literature consistently indicates that tensions arise because sustainability initiatives often require substantial investment, while cost leadership depends upon maintaining operational efficiency and competitive pricing. As a result, organisations operating within highly competitive retail markets must continuously evaluate how environmental commitments can be achieved without undermining affordability or financial performance. Recent retail research supports this tension, demonstrating that sustainability priorities can conflict with commercial objectives because managers must balance different time horizons, stakeholder expectations and organisational priorities (Elg and Welinder, 2022).

A clear pattern emerging from the literature is the differing perspectives regarding the relationship between sustainability and financial performance. Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) argue that organisations embedding sustainability within their corporate strategies frequently achieve stronger long-term organisational performance than those adopting less sustainable approaches. Similarly, Busch and Friede (2018), through a comprehensive meta-analysis, conclude that sustainability is generally associated with improved financial performance, although the strength of this relationship varies according to organisational context and implementation. Collectively, these findings suggest that sustainability should be viewed as a long-term strategic investment rather than an immediate financial cost, a view also supported by more recent evidence (Velte, 2021).

Although Eccles et al. (2014) and Busch and Friede (2018) suggest sustainability contributes to stronger long-term performance, these findings should be interpreted cautiously because the financial benefits frequently depend upon industry characteristics, organisational capabilities and the time horizon over which performance is assessed. Consequently, retailers operating within highly competitive grocery markets may experience the benefits differently from organisations operating in less price-sensitive sectors.

However, the literature also demonstrates that the transition towards sustainable business practices is rarely straightforward. Bansal and DesJardine (2014) argue that organisations frequently experience tension between achieving short-term financial objectives and pursuing longer-term sustainability goals, particularly where managerial decision-making is influenced by immediate commercial pressures. This perspective is especially relevant within the UK grocery sector, where intense price competition and changing consumer expectations require retailers to deliver affordability while simultaneously investing in environmental and social initiatives. Consequently, organisations may face difficult strategic decisions regarding the timing, scale and prioritisation of sustainability investments.

Evidence from other multinational organisations further illustrates that these strategic trade-offs extend beyond the UK grocery retail sector. For example, studies examining Unilever demonstrate that embedding sustainability within corporate strategy has required substantial investment in responsible sourcing, supply chain transformation and environmental initiatives. Similarly, IKEA has invested extensively in renewable energy, circular economy initiatives and sustainably sourced materials, requiring significant organisational change before many long-term operational and environmental benefits could be realised. These examples reinforce the wider literature by demonstrating that organisations frequently incur short-term financial and operational pressures when implementing sustainability strategies in pursuit of longer-term competitive advantage. They also support the arguments of Bansal and DesJardine (2014), who suggest that managers must often balance immediate commercial performance with longer-term sustainability objectives. However, the longer-term performance benefits identified by Eccles, Ioannou and Serafeim (2014) and Busch and Friede (2018) indicate that organisations adopting a strategic, long-term perspective are more likely to realise value from sustainability investments. For Tesco, this suggests that maintaining affordability while continuing to invest in sustainability requires careful strategic decision-making to ensure that environmental initiatives strengthen, rather than compromise, long-term competitiveness.

The evidence nevertheless suggests that these tensions are not necessarily permanent or mutually exclusive. Ambec and Lanoie (2008) argue that environmental initiatives can enhance organisational performance through improved operational efficiency, innovation, resource productivity and stakeholder relationships. This perspective is supported by studies of sustainable supply chain management, which demonstrate that reducing waste, improving resource efficiency and strengthening supplier collaboration can generate both environmental and economic benefits (Seuring and Müller, 2008; Genovese et al., 2017). Rather than representing conflicting objectives, these findings indicate that appropriately designed sustainability initiatives may reinforce long-term cost competitiveness.

Within Tesco, the literature argues that balancing affordability with sustainability requires continuous strategic adaptation rather than selecting one objective at the expense of the other. Tesco's investments in reducing food waste, improving energy efficiency, expanding sustainable sourcing and developing more recyclable packaging illustrate attempts to integrate environmental responsibility with operational performance (Tesco PLC, 2025). At the same time, the continuing impact of the cost-of-living crisis has increased consumer sensitivity to price, reinforcing the importance of maintaining value while implementing sustainability initiatives (Deloitte, 2023). This demonstrates that Tesco's strategic challenge extends beyond adopting sustainable practices to ensuring that such initiatives remain commercially viable within a highly competitive retail environment.

A practical example of these strategic trade-offs can be observed in Tesco's efforts to maintain affordable prices during the UK cost-of-living crisis while continuing to invest in sustainability initiatives. For example, Tesco expanded its Aldi Price Match campaign and introduced additional value ranges to support price-conscious consumers, while simultaneously maintaining commitments to reduce food waste, improve packaging sustainability and achieve net zero targets. These concurrent priorities illustrate the complexity of balancing short-term commercial pressures with long-term sustainability objectives, requiring management to make strategic decisions that protect both financial performance and corporate responsibility.

The evidence suggests that trade-offs between cost competitiveness and sustainability should be viewed as dynamic rather than static, requiring continuous strategic management rather than a one-time solution. Rather than eliminating these trade-offs entirely, organisations must continually balance competing priorities as economic conditions, regulatory requirements and consumer expectations evolve. This is particularly important within the UK grocery retail sector, where external pressures such as inflation, changing purchasing behaviour and increasing environmental expectations require retailers to regularly reassess strategic decisions. Consequently, Tesco's challenge is not simply to balance affordability with sustainability at a single point in time, but to maintain the organisational flexibility needed to adapt its strategy as market conditions change. This ongoing process enables Tesco to respond to emerging challenges whilst continuing to pursue both cost competitiveness and its long-term sustainability commitments.

Overall, the evidence indicates that the relationship between cost competitiveness and sustainability is better understood as a dynamic strategic balance than a simple trade-off. Although short-term tensions may arise due to investment requirements and competitive pressures, the literature increasingly suggests that organisations capable of integrating sustainability into operational decision-making are more likely to strengthen long-term competitiveness. For Tesco, this implies that the successful management of these competing priorities depends upon identifying opportunities where operational efficiency and sustainability reinforce one another rather than being viewed as conflicting strategic objectives.

[bookmark: _Toc236042289]4.5 Theme Four: Balancing Cost Competitiveness with Sustainability

The evidence reviewed suggests that Tesco's ability to balance cost competitiveness with sustainability is founded upon the integration of environmental responsibility into its wider business strategy rather than treating sustainability as an independent corporate objective. Across the literature, a consistent pattern emerges that long-term competitive advantage is increasingly achieved through strategies that simultaneously generate economic value and respond to environmental and social expectations. Consequently, successful organisations embed sustainability within core business operations while maintaining commercial performance and customer value.

The literature demonstrates that this strategic integration reflects a broader evolution in competitive strategy. While Cost Leadership Theory emphasises operational efficiency as the foundation of competitive advantage (Porter, 1985), the Resource-Based View suggests that sustainable competitive advantage depends upon developing valuable organisational capabilities that competitors cannot easily replicate (Barney, 1991; Peteraf, 1993). The evidence indicates that these perspectives are complementary. Cost efficiency provides the operational foundation for competitiveness, whereas organisational capabilities such as innovation, responsible supply chain management and sustainability expertise strengthen the organisation's ability to maintain that advantage over the longer term. In addition, Tesco's extensive use of Clubcard data and digital analytics enables the organisation to better understand purchasing behaviour, optimise inventory management and improve demand forecasting, thereby strengthening operational efficiency while supporting its cost leadership strategy. (Tesco PLC, 2025).

The findings further indicate that stakeholder expectations have become increasingly influential in shaping strategic decision-making. Stakeholder Theory argues that organisations achieving long-term success are those capable of balancing the interests of multiple stakeholder groups rather than focusing exclusively on shareholder returns (Freeman, 1984; Harrison, Freeman and Abreu, 2015). Similarly, the concept of Creating Shared Value proposes that organisations can enhance competitive advantage by addressing societal challenges through their core business activities rather than viewing social responsibility as separate from commercial objectives (Porter and Kramer, 2011). Collectively, these perspectives suggest sustainability initiatives contribute to competitive performance when strategically aligned with organisational objectives.

Within Tesco, the evidence indicates that this integration is reflected through initiatives designed to improve both operational efficiency and environmental performance simultaneously. Investments in reducing food waste, improving energy efficiency, strengthening responsible sourcing practices and enhancing supply chain resilience demonstrate attempts to achieve environmental improvements while supporting cost effectiveness and long-term organisational performance (Tesco PLC, 2025). Rather than pursuing sustainability at the expense of affordability, the literature suggests that Tesco increasingly seeks opportunities where operational improvements generate both commercial and environmental benefits. This approach is particularly important within the UK grocery retail sector, where consumers demand competitive prices while expecting responsible business practices.

This integrated approach demonstrates that sustainability is most effective when embedded within everyday business operations rather than being implemented as a separate corporate responsibility initiative. By incorporating sustainability into operational decision-making, Tesco is able to align environmental objectives with commercial priorities through initiatives that reduce food waste, improve energy efficiency and strengthen supply chain resilience. These operational improvements not only contribute to environmental performance but also support greater resource efficiency, helping to control costs while creating long-term value for the organisation. Consequently, sustainability becomes a strategic capability that reinforces, rather than competes with, Tesco's cost leadership strategy. Nevertheless, the success of this approach depends upon Tesco's ability to maintain affordable prices whilst continuing to invest in sustainability initiatives that deliver measurable value for customers, the business and wider stakeholders. This suggests that balancing cost competitiveness with sustainability is achieved not by prioritising one objective over the other, but by ensuring that both are integrated into strategic and operational decision-making.

However, the literature does not universally conclude that cost competitiveness and sustainability can always be successfully integrated. Whilst the Resource-Based View and Creating Shared Value perspectives suggest that sustainability can strengthen long-term competitive advantage, other researchers argue that the relationship is highly dependent upon organisational context, resource availability and market conditions. In highly price-sensitive sectors such as grocery retailing, organisations may face periods in which investments required to achieve sustainability objectives temporarily reduce financial flexibility or increase operating costs before longer-term benefits are realised. This suggests that the successful integration of affordability and sustainability is not an automatic outcome of adopting sustainable practices but depends upon an organisation's ability to allocate resources strategically, respond to changing stakeholder expectations and continually adapt its business model. Consequently, Tesco's experience should be viewed as an evolving strategic process rather than definitive evidence that cost competitiveness and sustainability can always be achieved simultaneously.

Nevertheless, achieving this balance remains an ongoing strategic challenge. External pressures, including inflation, changing consumer behaviour, regulatory developments and evolving sustainability expectations, require continuous adaptation of business strategy. Consequently, Tesco's ability to maintain competitive advantage depends not only upon preserving cost leadership but also upon continuously strengthening the organisational capabilities that enable both affordability and sustainability to be pursued together. This reinforces that long-term competitiveness is achieved through strategic integration rather than prioritising one objective over the other

Overall, the findings demonstrate that Tesco's competitive position is best understood as the outcome of integrating cost leadership with sustainability rather than treating these objectives as mutually exclusive. The literature consistently suggests that organisations capable of combining operational efficiency, innovation and responsible business practices are better positioned to achieve sustainable competitive advantage within increasingly complex business environments. Therefore, Tesco's long-term success is likely to depend upon its continued ability to align commercial performance with environmental and social responsibility, thereby creating value for both the organisation and its stakeholders.

[bookmark: _Toc236042290]4.6 Chapter Summary

This chapter has presented and critically discussed the key themes identified through the Systematic Literature Review, examining how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments within the UK grocery retail sector. The findings demonstrate that cost leadership continues to underpin Tesco’s competitive position; however, the evidence also indicates that long-term competitiveness increasingly depends upon integrating sustainability into broader strategic decision-making rather than treating it as a separate organisational objective.

The discussion identified that sustainability has become a strategic priority driven by stakeholder expectations, environmental responsibilities and changing market conditions. Although the literature acknowledged tensions between maintaining affordability and investing in sustainability initiatives, the evidence also demonstrated that these trade-offs can be mitigated through strategic integration, innovation and operational efficiency. Consequently, organisations that successfully align commercial objectives with responsible business practices are better positioned to achieve sustainable competitive advantage over the long term.

Collectively, the findings demonstrate that Tesco's strategic approach is underpinned by several complementary theoretical perspectives. Porter's Cost Leadership Theory explains Tesco's emphasis on operational efficiency and maintaining competitive prices, while the Resource-Based View highlights the importance of leveraging internal capabilities, such as digital technologies, supply chain integration and data analytics, to sustain competitive advantage. Stakeholder Theory illustrates Tesco's need to balance the expectations of customers, suppliers, employees, investors and wider society, particularly in relation to sustainability commitments. Furthermore, the Triple Bottom Line framework reinforces the importance of integrating economic, environmental and social objectives, demonstrating that Tesco's long-term competitiveness depends upon achieving an effective balance between financial performance and sustainable business practices.

Overall, the findings indicate that Tesco’s strategic approach reflects an increasing emphasis on balancing commercial performance with environmental and social responsibility. Consequently, the evidence supports the view that cost competitiveness and sustainability should be regarded as complementary components of long-term organisational success rather than competing strategic priorities. The following chapter draws together the overall conclusions of the study, evaluates how the research aims and objectives have been addressed, and presents recommendations for Tesco alongside the limitations of the research and suggestions for future study. Collectively, these findings answer the research objectives by demonstrating that long-term competitiveness depends not on choosing between affordability and sustainability, but on strategically integrating both




[bookmark: _Toc236042291]CHAPTER 5: RECOMMENDATIONS, CONCLUSION AND LIMITATIONS OF THE RESEARCH 
 
[bookmark: _Toc236042292]5.1 Introduction

This chapter draws together the key findings of the study and evaluates how the research aim and objectives have been addressed through the Systematic Literature Review. It synthesises the principal findings to establish overall conclusions on how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with sustainability within the UK grocery retail sector before presenting evidence-based recommendations, acknowledging the study's limitations and identifying opportunities for future research. Collectively, these sections reinforce the importance of balancing commercial performance with environmental and social responsibility in an increasingly competitive retail environment.

The recommendations are derived directly from the Systematic Literature Review to support Tesco in balancing cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments. Each recommendation addresses a key issue identified in the findings and proposes practical actions to enhance operational performance, environmental responsibility and long-term competitive advantage

[bookmark: _Toc236042293]5.2.1 Strengthen Operational Efficiency to Sustain Cost Leadership


Research Objective 1
To examine the role of cost leadership in Tesco's competitive positioning within the UK grocery sector. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that operational efficiency remains fundamental to Tesco's ability to maintain cost leadership and its competitive position within the UK grocery retail sector (Porter, 1985; Islami, Mustafa and Topuzovska Latkovikj, 2020). However, increasing competition, evolving consumer expectations and growing sustainability commitments mean that relying solely on cost reduction is unlikely to sustain long-term competitive advantage. Consequently, Tesco should continue strengthening operational efficiency by investing in supply chain optimisation, inventory management and process improvements that minimise unnecessary costs whilst supporting its sustainability objectives. This could additionally be achieved through greater investment in AI-enabled inventory management, predictive demand forecasting and warehouse automation to improve stock availability, reduce food waste and enhance operational efficiency whilst maintaining cost competitiveness.
Implementing these measures would enable Tesco to maintain affordable prices, improve resource efficiency and reduce operational waste, thereby reinforcing both its cost leadership strategy and long-term competitive advantage. 


[bookmark: _Toc236042294]5.2.2 Enhance Sustainable Supply Chain Practices

Research Objective 2
To critically analyse Tesco's sustainability commitments and the key environmental initiatives implemented across its operations. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that sustainable supply chain practices have become an integral component of Tesco's long-term business strategy, contributing to both environmental performance and organisational resilience (Seuring and Müller, 2008; Genovese et al., 2017). However, achieving sustainability objectives requires continuous collaboration with suppliers whilst maintaining operational efficiency and competitive pricing within an increasingly challenging retail environment. Consequently, Tesco should strengthen its sustainable supply chain practices by working more closely with suppliers to improve responsible sourcing, reduce packaging waste, promote resource-efficient production methods and implement supplier performance monitoring and carbon reduction targets to support continuous environmental improvement. Strengthening these collaborative relationships would enhance supply chain resilience, support Tesco's environmental commitments and contribute to long-term competitive advantage while maintaining its ability to deliver affordable products to customers.

[bookmark: _Toc236042295]5.2.3 Manage Strategic Trade-offs Through Balanced Decision-Making

Research Objective 3
To critically evaluate the strategic tensions and trade-offs between maintaining cost efficiency and investing in sustainability. 

The findings of this study demonstrate that balancing cost competitiveness with sustainability remains one of Tesco's most significant strategic challenges, as environmental initiatives often require investment whilst maintaining affordable prices remains essential within the highly competitive UK grocery market (Bansal and DesJardine, 2014; Busch and Friede, 2018). However, prioritising either objective at the expense of the other could weaken Tesco's long-term competitive position and its ability to respond to evolving stakeholder expectations Consequently, Tesco should adopt a more integrated decision-making approach that evaluates both financial and environmental impacts when planning and implementing sustainability initiatives, for example by incorporating sustainability impact assessments alongside financial appraisals when evaluating major investment decisions. This would enable Tesco to make more balanced strategic decisions, ensuring that sustainability investments continue to support operational efficiency, customer affordability and long-term competitive advantage

[bookmark: _Toc236042296]5.2.4 Embed Sustainability Within Long-Term Strategic Decision-Making

Objective 4
To assess how Tesco can balance affordability and environmental sustainability to support long-term competitive advantage and strategic decision-making

The findings of this study demonstrate that Tesco's long-term competitive advantage depends upon successfully integrating cost leadership with sustainability rather than treating them as separate strategic objectives (Barney, 1991; Porter and Kramer, 2011). However, achieving this balance requires continuous strategic adaptation as consumer expectations, regulatory requirements and market conditions continue to evolve. Consequently, Tesco should continue embedding sustainability within its long-term strategic planning by ensuring that environmental considerations are integrated into operational and commercial decision-making across the organisation through the use of sustainability KPIs, executive accountability and ESG performance measures to monitor strategic progress. Adopting this integrated approach would enable Tesco to strengthen organisational resilience, maintain customer affordability and reinforce its long-term competitive advantage whilst continuing to meet its sustainability commitments.

[bookmark: _Toc236042297]5.3 Conclusion
This study investigated how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments within the UK grocery market through a Systematic Literature Review. The research examined the role of cost leadership, sustainability commitments, strategic trade-offs, and the integration of affordability and environmental responsibility to support long-term competitive advantage. Collectively, the findings addressed the research objectives and enhanced understanding of the relationship between cost competitiveness and sustainability within the UK grocery retail sector.

The findings demonstrate that cost leadership remains fundamental to Tesco's competitive position; however, long-term success increasingly depends on integrating sustainability into strategic decision-making. Although tensions exist between maintaining affordability and investing in sustainability, the findings indicate these objectives are complementary rather than mutually exclusive. Organisations that integrate operational efficiency with environmental responsibility are therefore better positioned to achieve sustainable competitive advantage.

Overall, this study demonstrates that cost competitiveness and sustainability can reinforce one another when strategically integrated. Long-term competitive success within the UK grocery retail sector depends on aligning commercial performance with environmental and social responsibility. Ultimately, Tesco's future competitiveness will depend not upon whether it chooses affordability or sustainability, but upon how effectively it integrates both within strategic decision-making.

[bookmark: _Toc236042298]5.4 Limitations

Although this study provides valuable insights into how Tesco balances cost competitiveness with sustainability commitments, several limitations should be acknowledged when interpreting the findings and their wider applicability. 

Limitation 1 – Reliance on Secondary Data
This study relied exclusively on secondary data from academic literature, industry reports and organisational publications. Whilst this enabled the systematic synthesis of credible evidence, it did not incorporate first-hand perspectives from Tesco managers, employees or customers. Consequently, the findings may not fully reflect the practical challenges of implementing cost leadership and sustainability strategies within Tesco's day-to-day operations (Tranfield, Denyer and Smart, 2003). As a result, the study was unable to verify whether the findings identified within the literature accurately reflect current organisational practices or managerial decision-making within Tesco. Future research could combine systematic literature reviews with primary data, such as interviews with Tesco managers, employees or supply chain stakeholders, to provide deeper insight and complement the findings derived from secondary evidence.

Limitation 2 – Publication Bias

The findings may have been influenced by publication bias, as academic studies and organisational reports often emphasise successful sustainability initiatives and positive business outcomes. The findings may have been influenced by publication bias, as academic studies and organisational reports often emphasise successful sustainability initiatives and positive business outcomes. Consequently, contradictory evidence, unsuccessful strategies and implementation challenges may be underrepresented within the available literature, presenting a more favourable interpretation of the relationship between cost competitiveness and sustainability than may exist in practice (Page et al., 2021).

Limitation 3 – Rapidly Evolving Retail Environment

The retail sector continues to evolve in response to changing consumer expectations, technological developments and environmental regulations. Although recent literature was prioritised, some evidence may become less applicable as retail practices and sustainability strategies continue to evolve. Consequently, the findings should be interpreted within the context of the literature reviewed. Future changes in economic conditions, consumer behaviour or sustainability regulation may therefore influence the continued relevance of these findings.

Limitation 4 – Tesco Case Study Focus

This study focused specifically on Tesco within the UK grocery retail sector to provide an in-depth understanding of how the organisation balances cost competitiveness with sustainability. Whilst this case study approach enabled detailed analysis, the findings may not be directly transferable to smaller retailers, different industries or international markets operating under different competitive conditions. Consequently, caution should be exercised when generalising the findings beyond the UK grocery retail sector. Future research could compare multiple grocery retailers to provide broader insight into how organisations balance cost leadership and sustainability across different business contexts. Although the findings should be interpreted within these limitations, this study provides a foundation for future academic and managerial research.

[bookmark: _Toc236042299]5.5 Future Research
Future research could extend this study by examining how cost competitiveness and sustainability are balanced across the UK grocery retail sector. Comparative research involving Tesco, Sainsbury's and Aldi could examine how differing competitive strategies, organisational priorities and sustainability commitments influence long-term competitive advantage.

Whilst this study relied exclusively on secondary data, future research could incorporate primary data through interviews or focus groups with Tesco managers, employees and supply chain stakeholders. This would provide first-hand insight into the practical challenges and organisational barriers associated with implementing cost leadership and sustainability initiatives, complementing the findings derived from secondary evidence.

Longitudinal research could also examine how organisations adapt sustainability strategies in response to changing consumer expectations, technological innovation and evolving environmental regulation. This would provide deeper understanding of how organisations maintain competitiveness whilst responding to dynamic market conditions.

Finally, future studies could adopt an international perspective by comparing grocery retailers operating within different regulatory, economic and cultural environments. This would determine whether the relationship between cost competitiveness and sustainability identified within the UK grocery sector is transferable across international markets or shaped by country-specific conditions. Collectively, these research opportunities would further understanding of how organisations achieve long-term competitive advantage whilst integrating commercial performance with environmental sustainability.
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