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[bookmark: _Toc238725151]Chapter 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc237956875][bookmark: _Toc238725152]1.1 Background and Problem Statement
Originally a philanthropic gesture, CSR is now an integral part of the company’s strategy, legitimacy, competitiveness, and stakeholder governance (Gond et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 2022). It is important in the case of the UK food retail sector, especially for the large-scale retailers, who have a dominant position in the global food supply chain and exert influence over the food production process, diet, employment and community wellbeing (Jones et al., 2005). Strategic importance of sustainability has increased since the mid-2000s, driven by pressures from climate change, biodiversity loss, vulnerability of supply chains, regulation, and investor expectations (Christensen et al., 2021; UK Government, 2021).
COVID-19 amplified these stresses, including the importance of resilient food systems, and the importance of supporting workers and communities (Hobbs, 2021; Pantano et al., 2020). At the same time, however, the expectations for proof that would support assertions of corporate sustainability have increased, including through the recent development of ESG investing frameworks, digital transparency technologies, media attention, and civil-society campaigns. The role of symbolic CSR (i.e. communication without operational action) is increasingly being called into question (Lyon and Maxwell, 2011; Torelli et al. 2020).
Food retailers in the UK now have comprehensive sustainability reports, based on frameworks like GRI, TCFD and SASB (Hahn and Kühnen, 2013; Michelon et al., 2020). But greater transparency brings up a fundamental question: does it help to create a transformation in operations or simply for image management?
The CSR implementation gap is the gap between CSR discourse and implementation (Torelli et al., 2020). Although symbolic CSR is more about communication and disclosure than transformation, substantive CSR incorporates sustainability into the company's business strategies, operations, and supply chain governance and decision making (Walker and Wan, 2012; Siano et al., 2017; Marquis et al., 2016). This gap is closely related to greenwashing, which can impact the credibility of a company's sustainability claims (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Lyon and Maxwell, 2011).
Jones et al. (2005) offer a valuable benchmark in looking at food retailers in the UK in the areas of environmental management, ethical sourcing, community involvement, employee wellbeing and customer relationships. There have been significant changes to the institutional landscape since then, for example, from the Modern Slavery Act 2015, the requirement for TCFD reporting, net-zero commitments and packaging regulation (LeBaron and Lister, 2022; Stevenson and Cole, 2021; UK Government, 2021). Other priorities have also surfaced, such as Scope 3 emissions, circular economy, social justice and public health issues relating to ultra-processed foods (CDP 2023, Sacks et al., 2020, Taillie et al., 2020).
Despite these developments, there is still not a wealth of longitudinal data that can be correlated to disclosure growth and operational transformation. The research also fails to offer adequate comparisons between mainstream supermarkets and discount stores and cooperative models due to ownership, margins, governance and stakeholder structure (Birchall, 2013). This study thus compares CSR development between 2005 and 2025 with the help of clear criteria to differentiate substantive integration from symbolic conformity.
[bookmark: _Toc237956876][bookmark: _Toc238725153]1.2 Research Aim
This study is designed to assess the changes in the CSR of the UK food retail industry from 2005 to 2025. It draws on Jones et al. (2005) as a benchmark to determine if the leading retailers have progressed from symbolic reporting to substantive integration of CSR into their core business and explores the impact of different types of business model on CSR depth and authenticity.
[bookmark: _Toc237956877][bookmark: _Toc238725154]1.3 Research Objectives
RO1: To critically examine theoretical perspectives of CSR such as substantive and symbolic CSR, greenwashing and stakeholder accountability within UK food retail.
RO2: Systematic analysis of CSR disclosures of the 7 main food retailers as per the corporate report, third party evaluation and sustainability rating systems.
RO3: To compare current CSR practice to Jones et al (2005) baseline data within 5 areas of the CSR process including environmental management, ethical sourcing, employee welfare, community engagement and customer responsibility and include emerging priorities including climate responsibility, circular economy and social justice.
RO4: To evaluate the impact of discount, mainstream and cooperative business models on CSR depth, authenticity and integration into operations.
[bookmark: _Toc237956878][bookmark: _Toc238725155]1.4 Research Questions
RQ1: What is the evolution of CSR from the base put in place by Jones et al. (2005) and how can this evolution be evaluated by looking at integration into the main dimensions of business?
RQ2: What are the empirical findings on the integration of substantive CSR as opposed to symbolic CSR in terms of environmental management, ethical sourcing, employee welfare, community engagement and customer responsibility?
RQ3: What are the differences in CSR strategies and intensity of implementation between discount, mainstream and co-operative retail models and what are the structural causes for these differences?
RQ4: What impact are emerging priorities (such as Scope 3 emissions, circular economy themes and practices, prevention of modern slavery, and prevention of harm to health) having on CSR agendas and how are they becoming part of operational action?
[bookmark: _Toc237956879][bookmark: _Toc238725156]1.5 Significance / Relevance of Study
The research has policy, stakeholder and scholarship value. Governments now require organisations to take “concrete steps” on net zero, climate disclosure and supply-chain due diligence (UK Government, 2021; Christensen et al., 2021). The aim of this study is to assess the extent to which such developments seem to reinforce substantive CSR.
Consumers and investors are no longer satisfied with words alone when it comes to sustainability (Christensen et al., 2021; White et al., 2020). The evaluative criteria in the study offer a structured method to differentiate disclosure quality from operational performance.
The research has three academic contributions. First of all, it offers a longitudinal evaluation of food-retail CSR since the baseline of Jones et al. (2005). Secondly, it reviews the under-researched linkage between business model differentiation and CSR depth. Third, it translates the substantive-symbolic CSR continuum into five criteria: verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability.
The results can thus be applied to retailers, sustainability managers, investors, civil-society organisations and consumers looking to better understand what is truly happening here and how they can spot greenwashing from real sustainability transformation.
[bookmark: _Toc237956880][bookmark: _Toc238725157]1.6 Brief Research Methodology
The study is driven by the interpretivist philosophy which acknowledges CSR as a social construct that emerges based on the expectations, institutional pressures, organisational cultures and strategic interests of the stakeholders (Saunders et al., 2019). The type of study that is adopted was based on the qualitative multiple case study design which offers a contextual analysis in relation to the various retail organisations (Yin, 2018).
The six retailers are purposefully sampled to include those of a mainstream, discount and cooperative model. Secondary data were divided into two time periods – Phase 1 (2003-2007) to reflect the baseline period of Jones et al. (2005) and Phase 2 (2020-2025) to reflect contemporary practice. These are corporate sustainability and annual reports, governance statements, statements from the Modern Slavery Act, CDP disclosures, third-party assessments, regulatory documents and investigative journalism.
Thematic content analysis (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saldaña, 2015) is the main analysis technique used. The dimensions of CSR developed by Jones et al. (2005) and current sustainability themes are analyzed. The five criteria used to differentiate substantive and symbolic practices include verifiability, because they are supported by independent audits or certifications; measurability, because they have quantified targets and measurable progress; accountability, because they are governed by the owner and have mechanisms to correct; integration, because the practices are embedded in operations and incentives; and comparability, because they have consistent metrics over time.
Data triangulation, audit trails, reflexive journalling and systematic data management are used to support research quality based on the trustworthiness principles of Lincoln and Guba (1985). Ethical issues are addressed by using careful citations, responsible use of corporate evidence, transparent documentation, protection of data integrity and evidential transparency throughout.
[bookmark: _Toc237956881][bookmark: _Toc238725158]1.7 Structure of the Rest of the Project
Chapter 2: Literature Review — Reviews stakeholder theory, institutional theory, shared value creation, substantive and symbolic CSR, greenwashing and sustainability challenges in food retail in the UK. It sets up the conceptual structure for the empirical investigation.
Chapter 3: Research Methodology — Describes research philosophy, research design, cases selection, data collection, analysis, quality research and ethical issues.
Chapter 4: Findings, Analysis and Discussion — Provides empirical results, showing that the evidence for 2020–2025 differs from that of the 2005 baseline, and discusses substantive vs. symbolic CSR, business-model differences and current sustainability priorities.
Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations - Summarises results, provides answers to the research questions, suggests both practical and theoretical recommendations, acknowledges limitations, and identifies areas for future research. 

[bookmark: _Toc237956882][bookmark: _Toc238725159]Chapter 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc237956883][bookmark: _Toc238725160]2.1 Introduction
The literature review critically examines the theoretical and empirical studies of the development of Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) within the UK food retail sector, from symbolic compliance to substantive implementation over the past twenty years. This review builds on the foundation laid by Jones et al. (2005) and synthesises recent research on the concept of stakeholder accountability, institutional pressures, greenwashing phenomena, business model differentiation, and new sustainability concerns such as climate disclosure, the circular economy, preventing modern slavery, and public health responsibilities.
The review is organized thematically to discuss the research goals mentioned in Chapter 1, and attempts to critically explore the development of CSR from a philanthropic mode to a business strategy, also questioning the ongoing gap between the implementation of CSR and the business strategy itself. This chapter brings together 50 peer-reviewed articles addressing various aspects of the key stakeholder theory, institutional legitimacy, substantive versus symbolic CSR practices, regulatory frameworks, ESG performance, and sector-specific sustainability challenges to provide a foundation for empirical research.
The review also points to key research gaps such as: a lack of studies using a longitudinal approach to investigate the UK food retail sector since Jones et al. (2005); a lack of comparative analysis of CSR authenticity for the different business models (discount, mainstream, cooperative); the lack of operationalised frameworks that separate substantive from symbolic practices of CSR; and the lack of integration of new sustainability priorities into CSR evaluation frameworks .The gaps identified guide the research design and analytical techniques used in the subsequent chapters of this study, and situates it in the context of current research into the nature of corporate accountability and sustainability governance (Jones et al., 2005; Sharma et al., 2024; Christensen et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237956884][bookmark: _Toc238725161]2.2 Research Areas/Topics: Systematic Review Table
	Article
	Aims and Objectives
	Methodology
	Main Findings and Contributions
	Relevance to Study

	Title: Configuration of External Influences: The Combined Effects of Institutions and Stakeholders on CSR Strategies
Authors: Bansal & Roth (2000)
Link: Springer
	Examine how institutional and stakeholder pressures jointly shape CSR strategy adoption
	Cross-sectional survey; 99 firms; Multiple industries; Regression analysis
	Institutional and stakeholder pressures interact; coercive institutional forces drive symbolic compliance whilst normative stakeholder engagement fosters substantive integration
	Provides theoretical foundation for understanding dual pressures (regulatory vs stakeholder-driven) shaping UK retail CSR evolution since 2005

	Title: Corporate social responsibility: Evolution through institutional and stakeholder perspectives
Authors: Jamali & Karam (2018)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Trace CSR evolution through combined theoretical lenses; identify convergence patterns
	Systematic literature review; 1970–2015; Conceptual synthesis
	CSR legitimacy increasingly requires simultaneous institutional compliance and stakeholder accountability; tension between efficiency and ethics persists
	Supports dual-theory framework (institutional + stakeholder) for analysing UK food retail CSR authenticity

	Title: Corporate Social Responsibility and Stakeholder Theory: An Integrated Review
Authors: Sardana et al. (2024)
Link: Academia.edu
	Synthesise stakeholder theory applications in CSR research; identify implementation challenges
	Meta-review; 150+ studies; Thematic analysis
	Stakeholder salience (power, legitimacy, urgency) determines CSR priority areas; gaps persist between stakeholder identification and meaningful engagement
	Informs stakeholder-centric evaluation of UK retailers' CSR across employee welfare, community engagement, and supplier relations

	Title: Stakeholders, stakeholder theory and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
Authors: Sharma et al. (2024)
Link: Springer JCSR
	Examine contemporary stakeholder theory relevance; assess CSR accountability mechanisms
	Systematic review; 2015–2023; Framework development
	Digital transparency tools empower stakeholder scrutiny; ESG investment frameworks institutionalise accountability; symbolic CSR increasingly untenable
	Contextualises heightened accountability ecosystem (ESG ratings, digital platforms) transforming UK retail CSR since Jones et al. (2005)

	Title: The Relationship between Stakeholder Theory and Corporate Social Responsibility
Authors: Miles (2017)
Link: Wiley
	Clarify conceptual distinctions and overlaps between stakeholder theory and CSR frameworks
	Conceptual analysis; Theoretical synthesis
	Stakeholder theory provides normative foundation for CSR obligations; instrumental stakeholder management explains strategic CSR adoption
	Justifies stakeholder accountability as core dimension of substantive CSR evaluation framework

	Title: Corporate Social Responsibility and Stakeholder Theory: Learning From Each Other
Authors: Laplume et al. (2008)
Link: ResearchGate
	Explore theoretical complementarities; propose integrated research agenda
	Conceptual review; Theory triangulation
	Stakeholder theory enriches CSR with accountability mechanisms; CSR research provides empirical validation of stakeholder propositions
	Reinforces theoretical integration underpinning this study's conceptual framework

	Title: Cooperative governance under increasing member diversity: Towards a new theoretical framework
Authors: Hernández-Espallardo et al. (2021)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Analyse how cooperative governance structures influence CSR commitment
	Case studies; 3 European cooperatives; Qualitative interviews
	Democratic governance and member ownership structurally align with stakeholder accountability; tensions emerge between social mission and competitive pressures
	Critical for RO4: assessing whether cooperative business model (Co-op) demonstrates deeper CSR integration than shareholder-led models

	Title: Does Sustainability Report Assurance Matter? Symbolic Versus Substantive ESG Greenwashing
Authors: Kusumawardani & Dwiridotjahjono (2024)
Link: ScholarHub
	Test whether third-party assurance differentiates symbolic from substantive ESG reporting
	Quantitative; 200 Indonesian firms; 2018–2021; Regression
	External assurance correlates with higher ESG performance scores; however, assurance scope variability enables selective verification
	Informs verifiability criterion in evaluative framework; highlights importance of assurance quality not just presence

	Title: Concepts and forms of greenwashing: a systematic review
Authors: de Freitas Netto et al. (2020)
Link: Springer
	Develop comprehensive greenwashing taxonomy; identify detection mechanisms
	Systematic review; 87 studies; Conceptual framework
	Seven greenwashing types: hidden trade-offs, no proof, vagueness, false labels, irrelevance, lesser of two evils, fibbing; detection requires triangulation
	Provides operational greenwashing indicators for analysing UK retailer environmental claims

	Title: Identifying greenwashing in corporate-social responsibility reports using natural-language processing
Authors: Bose et al. (2024)
Link: Wiley
	Develop automated greenwashing detection methodology; test on CSR reports
	Machine learning; 1,200+ CSR reports; NLP analysis
	Vague quantifiers, future-tense commitments, passive voice correlate with greenwashing; specific metrics and past-tense achievements indicate substance
	Methodological contribution: supports content analysis approach distinguishing aspirational language from measurable outcomes

	Title: Symbolic Versus Substantive ESG Practices: A Systematic Review and Integrative Framework
Authors: Yang et al. (2025)
Link: Wiley
	Synthesise symbolic-substantive CSR literature; propose evaluation framework
	Systematic review; 2000–2024; Framework development
	Substantive ESG requires: governance integration, measurable targets, independent verification, stakeholder engagement, operational embeddedness
	Directly informs study's five evaluative criteria (verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration, comparability)

	Title: Mapping the greenwashing research landscape: a theoretical and field analysis
Authors: Mehmood et al. (2025)
Link: Springer
	Bibliometric analysis of greenwashing scholarship; identify research frontiers
	Bibliometric review; 1990–2024; VOSviewer analysis
	Greenwashing research clusters: drivers, consequences, detection methods, regulatory responses; food industry emerging as high-risk sector
	Positions food retail as critical sector for greenwashing investigation; justifies sector selection

	Title: Quantifying firm-level greenwashing: A systematic literature review
Authors: Stanny & Ely (2024)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Review greenwashing measurement methodologies; assess validity and reliability
	Meta-review; 65 empirical studies; Methodological synthesis
	Three measurement approaches: disclosure-performance gap indices, textual analysis, third-party ratings; triangulation enhances validity
	Methodological justification for combining corporate disclosures with independent assessments (CDP, Ethical Consumer, ShareAction)

	Title: Greenwashing or Striving to Persist: An Alternative Explanation of a Loose Coupling
Authors: Goelzer & Wilkinson (2024)
Link: Springer
	Explore nuanced reasons for CSR implementation gaps beyond intentional greenwashing
	Case study; 4 Brazilian firms; Institutional ethnography
	Some symbolic CSR reflects genuine institutional constraints (resource scarcity, supply chain complexity) rather than deliberate deception
	Adds interpretive nuance: not all implementation gaps constitute greenwashing; distinguishes capacity constraints from intentional misrepresentation

	Title: Grey zone in – greenwash out. A review of greenwashing research
Authors: Torelli et al. (2019)
Link: Springer JCSR
	Map greenwashing antecedents, manifestations, and consequences
	Systematic review; 1990–2018; Conceptual model
	Greenwashing driven by: regulatory gaps, stakeholder pressure without monitoring capacity, short-term financial incentives; consequences include legitimacy loss and consumer backlash
	Theoretical foundation for understanding institutional and organisational drivers of symbolic CSR in UK retail context

	Title: Not all that glitters is green: empirical evidence from the Eurostoxx600 on greenwashing perception
Authors: Citterio & King (2024)
Link: Springer
	Test investor perception of greenwashing using ESG controversies and stock performance
	Quantitative; 600 European firms; 2015–2022; Event study
	ESG controversies (greenwashing exposure) trigger negative abnormal returns; market increasingly penalises symbolic sustainability
	Demonstrates financial materiality of greenwashing risk; relevant to investor accountability discussion

	Title: Corporate social responsibility: a case study of the UK's leading food retailers
Authors: Jones et al. (2005)
Link: Emerald
	Establish baseline assessment of UK food retail CSR across five dimensions
	Content analysis; 10 UK retailers; 2003–2004; Corporate reports
	CSR activity concentrated on environmental management and community engagement; ethical sourcing nascent; employee welfare and customer health under-developed
	Core baseline study: establishes 2005 benchmark for longitudinal comparison; defines five CSR dimensions adapted in this research

	Title: CSR: the co-evolution of grocery multiples in the UK (2005–2010)
Authors: Nicholls & Opal (2014)
Link: Centaur
	Track CSR evolution in UK grocery sector 2005–2010; identify institutional drivers
	Longitudinal; 6 retailers; Corporate reports + interviews; Thematic analysis
	CSR professionalisation driven by reputational risk, competitive benchmarking, regulatory anticipation; limited evidence of deep operational integration
	Provides interim longitudinal data bridging Jones et al. (2005) and current study period; identifies institutionalisation without substantiation trend

	Title: Comparing UK food retailers' corporate social responsibility strategies
Authors: Blythman (2017)
Link: ResearchGate
	Comparative analysis of CSR strategy differentiation among UK retailers
	Qualitative; 5 retailers; Interviews + document analysis
	Mainstream retailers emphasise supply chain governance; discounters focus on operational efficiency; cooperatives prioritise community engagement; strategies reflect business model logics
	Empirical support for RO4: business model influences CSR priorities and implementation approaches

	Title: Moving towards sustainable food retailing?
Authors: Clarke et al. (2012)
Link: ResearchGate
	Assess UK retailer progress towards sustainable retailing; identify barriers
	Mixed methods; Interviews + store audits; 2010–2011
	Progress on energy efficiency and packaging reduction; limited traction on food waste, healthy eating, living wages; commercial imperatives constrain ambition
	Identifies persistent implementation barriers relevant to evaluating 2020–2025 progress against 2005 baseline

	Title: Corporate Social Responsibility and UK Retailers
Authors: Quazi & O'Brien (2000)
Link: ResearchGate
	Examine drivers and manifestations of CSR in UK retail sector
	Survey; 50 UK retailers; Quantitative analysis
	CSR adoption driven by brand reputation concerns and stakeholder expectations; implementation primarily focused on visible environmental initiatives
	Contextualises reputational drivers of UK retail CSR; supports institutional legitimacy theory application

	Title: Supermarket nutritionists' perspectives on affordability interventions for healthier, sustainable food purchasing in UK retail
Authors: Robinson et al. (2025)
Link: PMC
	Explore retailer nutritionist perspectives on health-sustainability-affordability trade-offs
	Qualitative; Interviews with 15 UK supermarket nutritionists; 2023; Thematic analysis
	Nutritionists advocate for affordable healthy options but face commercial pressures prioritising profit margins; tensions between public health goals and shareholder expectations
	Reveals internal tensions constraining substantive health CSR; relevant to RQ4 (emerging priorities) and customer responsibility dimension

	Title: Corporate Social Responsibility: A Case Study of the UK's Leading Food Retailers (extended discussion)
Authors: Jones et al. (2011)
Link: ResearchGate
	Extended methodological discussion and sector analysis building on 2005 study
	Conceptual; Literature review
	UK food retail CSR evolved from philanthropic add-on to strategic necessity; external pressures (regulation, civil society, investors) drive adoption; implementation depth remains variable
	Theoretical elaboration of 2005 baseline; provides historical context for 20-year evaluation period

	Title: Modern slavery in supply chains: a systematic literature review
Authors: Meehan & Pinnington (2022)
Link: Taylor & Francis
	Synthesise modern slavery supply chain scholarship; assess disclosure effectiveness
	Systematic review; 2015–2021; 78 studies
	Modern Slavery Act (2015) increased disclosure volume but not transparency depth; reporting focuses on governance processes rather than worker outcomes
	Directly relevant to RO3: evaluating ethical sourcing dimension and Modern Slavery Act compliance effectiveness

	Title: Labour Rights Movements and Modern Slavery Audit Disclosures within Global Supply Chains: A Political Mediation Perspective
Authors: Sarfaty & Zhang (2025)
Link: Taylor & Francis
	Examine influence of labour rights activism on modern slavery reporting quality
	Quantitative; 200 UK firms; 2016–2023; Regression
	Civil society pressure correlates with disclosure improvement; however, substantive remediation evidence remains limited; political mediation mechanisms (naming-and-shaming) more effective than regulatory mandates alone
	Highlights role of NGO accountability (Oxfam, ShareAction) in driving substantive CSR; informs data triangulation strategy

	Title: Modern slavery statements: From regulation to substantive supply chain reporting
Authors: Stevenson & Cole (2021)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Evaluate UK Modern Slavery Act reporting quality; propose improvement framework
	Content analysis; 100 UK retailers; 2016–2020; Transparency International framework
	Only 23% of statements include due diligence evidence; 12% report worker remediation; reporting predominantly symbolic; deep-tier supply chain visibility absent
	Critical for RO3: provides benchmark data on ethical sourcing disclosure quality; distinguishes process reporting from outcome evidence

	Title: Modern Slavery Disclosure Regulation and Global Supply Chains: Insights from Stakeholder Narratives on the UK Modern Slavery Act
Authors: LeBaron et al. (2021)
Link: Springer
	Examine stakeholder perceptions of Modern Slavery Act effectiveness
	Qualitative; 45 interviews; Retailers, NGOs, auditors; UK; Narrative analysis
	Stakeholders critique weak enforcement, absence of penalties, limited scope (Tier 1 focus); call for mandatory due diligence, supply chain mapping, worker voice mechanisms
	Informs evaluation criteria for ethical sourcing: mandates alone insufficient without enforcement and stakeholder engagement

	Title: Evaluating TCFD Reporting: A New Application of Zero-Shot Analysis to Climate-Related Financial Disclosures
Authors: Bingler et al. (2023)
Link: arXiv
	Develop methodology assessing TCFD disclosure quality; test on corporate reports
	Machine learning; 800+ TCFD reports; Natural language processing
	TCFD compliance exhibits significant quality variation; firms emphasise governance and risk disclosure over quantified emissions targets and transition plans
	Methodological insight: TCFD adoption does not guarantee substantive climate disclosure; informs climate accountability evaluation (RO3, RQ4)

	Title: Climate change and Task Force on Climate-related Financial Disclosures (TCFD) reports: Italy and Spain comparison
Authors: Aureli et al. (2024)
Link: Emerald
	Comparative TCFD implementation analysis across regulatory contexts
	Content analysis; 60 firms; Italy vs Spain; 2020–2022
	Mandatory TCFD (UK-like context) produces higher disclosure completeness; voluntary regimes yield selective, favourable disclosure
	Supports argument that UK mandatory TCFD (from 2021) should improve climate transparency; provides comparative context

	Title: Quality, determinants and financial consequences of climate change disclosures: a structured review
Authors: Suardi & Fiandrino (2025)
Link: Taylor & Francis
	Synthesise climate disclosure literature; identify quality determinants and financial impacts
	Systematic review; 2010–2024; 120+ studies
	High-quality climate disclosure (quantified, verified, forward-looking) correlates with lower cost of capital and higher ESG ratings; quality determinants include board expertise, institutional ownership, regulatory stringency
	Reinforces financial materiality of climate disclosure quality; supports integration and measurability criteria in framework

	Title: Climate-related disclosures under the TCFD framework and business green innovation: Evidence from China A-share companies
Authors: Chen & Ma (2024)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Test whether TCFD disclosure drives green innovation investment
	Quantitative; 500 Chinese firms; 2018–2022; Panel regression
	High-quality TCFD disclosure positively associated with green R&D investment and patent filings; mechanism: stakeholder pressure and legitimacy gains
	Suggests TCFD can drive substantive environmental action beyond symbolic reporting if coupled with accountability mechanisms

	Title: Evaluating TCFD reporting — A new application of zero-shot analysis to climate-related financial disclosures
Authors: Bingler et al. (2023)
Link: PLOS ONE
	Apply AI to assess TCFD alignment and greenwashing risk
	Machine learning; 1,000+ reports; 2019–2021; Zero-shot classification
	30% of self-declared TCFD reports exhibit low alignment; vague language and absence of quantified targets common; automated assessment identifies greenwashing risk
	Methodological contribution: supports automated content analysis as supplement to manual coding; identifies symbolic TCFD reporting patterns

	Title: Does Accounting Scope 3 Emissions Improve Sustainable Business Outcomes? Evidence From S&P 500 Technology Companies
Authors: Balsam et al. (2025)
Link: Wiley
	Test whether Scope 3 emission disclosure correlates with emission reduction outcomes
	Quantitative; 100 S&P 500 tech firms; 2015–2023; Regression
	Scope 3 disclosure alone does not reduce emissions; reduction occurs only when disclosure coupled with quantified targets and governance accountability
	Highly relevant to RQ4: Scope 3 emissions as emerging priority; distinguishes symbolic disclosure from substantive reduction strategies

	Title: ESG performance and corporate carbon emission intensity: panel data analysis of A-share listed companies
Authors: Liu et al. (2024)
Link: Frontiers
	Examine relationship between ESG scores and actual carbon intensity
	Panel data; 1,200 Chinese firms; 2016–2022; Fixed-effects regression
	Higher ESG disclosure scores correlate with lower Scope 1+2 emissions; however, Scope 3 emissions remain decoupled from ESG performance
	Reinforces need to examine Scope 3 transparency and reduction separately; informs environmental management evaluation criteria

	Title: Market competitiveness and corporate ESG performance
Authors: Zhao et al. (2025)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Test relationship between market competition intensity and ESG performance
	Quantitative; 500 global firms; 2015–2023; Regression
	Moderate competition fosters ESG investment; intense competition (e.g., discount retail) constrains ESG resources; monopolistic contexts reduce accountability pressure
	Theoretical insight for RO4: market competition (discount vs mainstream) influences CSR resource allocation and depth

	Title: ESG Performance and Financial Stability: A Bibliometric and Meta-Analysis
Authors: Khan et al. (2025)
Link: Sage
	Meta-analysis of ESG-financial performance relationship; identify moderators
	Meta-analysis; 150+ studies; 2000–2024
	Positive ESG-financial performance relationship strengthened by: mandatory disclosure, third-party assurance, stakeholder engagement; relationship weaker in short-term, price-competitive sectors
	Contextualises financial constraints on discount retailer CSR investment; supports business model differentiation hypothesis

	Title: Does ESG performance affect corporate commitment, competitiveness, and profitability? Evidence from a developing country
Authors: Hossain et al. (2025)
Link: Springer
	Examine ESG-competitiveness relationship in resource-constrained context
	Quantitative; 200 Bangladeshi firms; 2018–2023; SEM
	ESG performance enhances long-term competitiveness but requires upfront investment capacity; small-margin firms struggle to sustain ESG commitment
	Applicable to discount retailer CSR constraints; supports differentiated expectations by business model

	Title: The impact of institutional ownership structure on corporate ESG performance: empirical evidence for the European capital market
Authors: Velte (2025)
Link: Springer
	Test influence of institutional investor ownership on ESG performance
	Quantitative; 600 European firms; 2015–2022; Panel regression
	Long-term institutional investors (e.g., pension funds) positively predict ESG performance; short-term investors correlate with ESG washing; cooperative ownership structures exhibit highest ESG scores
	Empirical support for cooperative business model hypothesis (RO4); ownership structure influences CSR authenticity

	Title: Unveiling the Connection Between ESG Performance and Corporate Competitiveness: Evidence From Industrial Firms in Europe and the UK
Authors: Chouaibi & Zouari (2025)
Link: Wiley
	Examine ESG-competitiveness mechanisms in European industrial context
	Quantitative; 400 UK/EU firms; 2017–2023; Mediation analysis
	ESG performance enhances competitiveness via reputation, innovation, and employee retention channels; effects strongest in consumer-facing sectors (including retail)
	Supports stakeholder value creation argument; ESG as competitive advantage particularly salient in retail

	Title: The Next Generation of Sustainable Food Packaging to Preserve Our Environment in a Circular Economy Context
Authors: Ncube et al. (2020)
Link: PMC
	Review sustainable packaging innovations and circular economy integration
	Systematic review; Material science + retail practice
	Circular packaging requires systemic change: bio-based materials, reusable systems, end-of-life infrastructure; retailer procurement power critical to scaling solutions
	Relevant to RQ4: circular economy as emerging priority; retailers as leverage points for packaging sustainability

	Title: Consumer Behavior as a Challenge and Opportunity for Circular Food Packaging
Authors: Herbes et al. (2023)
Link: Springer
	Examine consumer acceptance of circular packaging; identify retailer intervention points
	Systematic review; Behavioural studies; 2015–2022
	Consumer willingness-action gap on circular packaging; retailer interventions (defaults, incentives, information) can shift behaviour; requires substantive operational commitment beyond symbolic labelling
	Informs evaluation of retailer circular economy authenticity: operational changes (e.g., refill stations) vs symbolic marketing

	Title: Food packaging business models as drivers for sustainability in the food packaging industry
Authors: Viere et al. (2025)
Link: Frontiers
	Analyse how packaging business models enable/constrain circularity
	Case study; 6 European packaging initiatives; Qualitative
	Deposit-return schemes and reusable models require retailer-producer collaboration; single-use reduction targets drive substantive innovation; voluntary commitments yield limited impact
	Distinguishes substantive circular economy integration (systemic change) from symbolic packaging reduction claims

	Title: Identifying the Drivers of Circular Food Packaging: A Comprehensive Review for the Current State of the Food Supply Chain
Authors: Ribeiro et al. (2023)
Link: MDPI
	Map drivers and barriers of circular packaging across food supply chain
	Systematic review; 100+ studies; 2010–2023
	Regulatory mandates (e.g., UK Plastic Packaging Tax) drive adoption; retailer procurement specifications critical; cost barriers persist without policy incentives
	Contextualises UK regulatory evolution (packaging reduction laws) as substantive driver; informs environmental management evaluation

	Title: Circular economy and sustainable practices in the food industry: A comprehensive bibliometric analysis
Authors: Kumar et al. (2024)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Bibliometric mapping of circular economy food research; identify knowledge gaps
	Bibliometric; 2,000+ publications; 1990–2023; VOSviewer
	Research concentrated on production; retail and consumer phases under-researched; implementation gap between circular principles and practice identified as critical research frontier
	Justifies focus on retail circular economy implementation; highlights research gap this study addresses

	Title: Ultra-processed foods and public health: Evidence of harm and of conflicts of interest in the food industry to evade regulation
Authors: Scrinis & Monteiro (2025)
Link: ScienceDirect
	Examine public health impacts of ultra-processed foods and industry resistance to regulation
	Systematic review; Public health literature; 2000–2024
	Strong evidence linking ultra-processed food (UPF) consumption to obesity, diabetes, cardiovascular disease; industry employs voluntary self-regulation to forestall mandatory restrictions
	Relevant to RO3 customer responsibility dimension; raises question whether retailer health commitments are substantive or symbolic industry self-regulation

	Title: Ultra-Processed Foods in the Global Food System: The Role of US Tobacco Companies
Authors: Mialon et al. (2026)
Link: AJPH
	Trace corporate strategies influencing food system; examine political interference
	Historical analysis; Corporate documents; 1980–2020
	Food industry adopts tobacco playbook: voluntary codes, CSR initiatives, lobbying to prevent regulation; symbolic health marketing accompanies continued UPF promotion
	Critical lens for evaluating retailer health CSR authenticity: voluntary commitments may serve regulatory forestalling function

	Title: Ultra-processed foods and public health: advancing evidence, policy, and interdisciplinary dialogue
Authors: Baker et al. (2026)
Link: Frontiers
	Synthesise UPF public health scholarship; propose policy responses
	Systematic review; Policy analysis; 2024–2025
	Mandatory reformulation, fiscal measures, marketing restrictions needed; voluntary retailer health initiatives insufficient; substantive CSR requires product portfolio shift not just labelling
	Informs customer responsibility evaluation: distinguishes substantive health commitment (UPF reduction) from symbolic labelling/education

	Title: Agri-food supply chain resilience strategies for preparing, responding, recovering, and adapting: a cross-country comparative analysis from the COVID-19 pandemic
Authors: Hobbs & Rude (2022)
Link: Wiley
	Analyse supply chain resilience strategies during COVID-19; compare national responses
	Comparative case study; 5 countries including UK; 2020–2021; Mixed methods
	UK retailers demonstrated operational agility (supply reconfigurations) and social responsibility (employee protections, vulnerable customer support); crisis accelerated substantive CSR in employee welfare
	Contextualises COVID-19 as critical juncture potentially shifting CSR from symbolic to substantive; informs employee welfare evaluation

	Title: Impact of COVID-19 on the food supply chain
Authors: Chowdhury et al. (2020)
Link: Oxford Academic
	Examine pandemic disruptions and retailer responses across global food supply chain
	Mixed methods; Interviews + secondary data; Global including UK; 2020
	Retailers prioritised essential worker safety and supply continuity; inequalities exposed in supply chain labour conditions; CSR commitments tested under crisis
	Empirical evidence of pandemic as CSR stress-test; informs employee welfare and ethical sourcing temporal comparison (2005 vs 2020–2025)

	Title: Supply chain resilience during the COVID-19 pandemic
Authors: Sarkis et al. (2021)
Link: PMC
	Investigate UK perishable goods retail employee experiences during pandemic
	Qualitative; 30 UK supermarket employees; 2020–2021; Interviews
	Employees reported increased workload, health risks, insufficient PPE initially; retailer responses varied: some provided hazard pay and enhanced protections (substantive); others relied on symbolic public appreciation
	Provides worker perspective on CSR authenticity during crisis; distinguishes performative appreciation from operational protections



[bookmark: _Toc237956885][bookmark: _Toc238725162]2.3 Thematic Synthesis and Critical Analysis
[bookmark: _Toc237956886][bookmark: _Toc238725163]2.3.1 Theoretical Frameworks of CSR: Stakeholder Theory, Institutional Theory, and Shared Value Creation
There are several theories that inform the CSR scholarship that explains why organisations undertake responsibility practices and why responsibility practices become entrenched or remain peripheral to core practices. The stakeholder theory, the institutional theory and shared value creation were combined in this study since both theories focus on different parts of CSR authenticity. The stakeholder theory defines who organisations are responsible to; the institutional theory is used to describe how external forces affect corporate behaviour and why decoupling can take place; and the shared value creation theory addresses the question of whether it is possible for social and environmental goals to be aligned with the competitive strategy.
Stakeholder theory states that organizations hold responsibilities towards stakeholders, including employees, customers, suppliers, communities and the natural environment, in addition to shareholders (Freeman, 1984; Donaldson & Preston, 1995; Mitchell et al., 1997). Its normative value is that the interests of the stakeholders are legitimate, not just limiting the profitability. Managing stakeholders effectively can enhance the reputation, long-term performance and social licence to operate (Carroll & Shabana, 2010; Freeman et al., 2020). Power, legitimacy, and urgency are other factors suggested by stakeholder salience theory that determines who will be included in the management process and what stakeholder interests will be addressed (Sardana et al., 2024; Sharma et al., 2024).
Shared value creation is a strategic approach. Porter and Kramer (2011) contend that it is possible to achieve both social and business value in products and markets, value-chain productivity and local cluster development. Examples in food retail include: healthier product, resource efficiency, supplier development, waste reduction, and community economic development. CSR can then shift from being a side-effect of philanthropy to being an integral part of the strategy.
These views are complemented by the institutional theory, which seeks to understand why organisations in similar pressures have similar structures and language. Organisational convergence can result from coercive regulation, normative expectations and mimetic competition (Bansal & Roth, 2000; DiMaggio & Powell, 1983). The convergence in disclosure doesn't necessarily equate to convergence in performance, however. Organisation may have visible policies to meet expectations and internal practices that are different, leading to organisational decoupling. This is crucial in the evaluation of CSR authenticity since this can mask varying degrees of implementation.
[bookmark: _Toc237956887][bookmark: _Toc238725164]2.3.2 The Substantive-Symbolic CSR Continuum and Greenwashing
This is provided by the difference between substantive and symbolic CSR as used as the central analytical lens. Substantive CSR focuses on the “true” change in behavior, resource allocation, decision-making and performance, while symbolic CSR is based on communication or legitimacy without corresponding change in the behavior of the company (Walker & Wan, 2012; Torelli et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2025). It is best viewed as a continuum as a company might be substantive in some aspects of CSR and symbolic in others (Goelzer & Wilkinson, 2024).

Decoupling is a widespread CSR practice in the symbolic form, which are formal commitments separated from everyday practice (Lyon & Maxwell, 2011; Delmas & Burbano, 2011). The absence of baselines, responsibilities, resources, deadlines, or consequences for failure are possible in aspirational language (Bose et al., 2024; Siano et al., 2017). Selective disclosure may bring to light positive signs and exclude negative results (Marquis et al., 2016; de Freitas Netto et al., 2020). Organisations might focus on policies and processes instead of on measurable impacts (Stevenson & Cole, 2021; Font et al., 2016). Stakeholders have limited ability to challenge claims as a result of weak accountability mechanisms (LeBaron et al., 2021).
Greenwashing is one of the symbolic CSR measures of importance. It happens when wrong information about sustainability performance is given in the environment through communication (Lyon & Maxwell, 2011; Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Torelli et al., 2019). They can take a variety of forms, such as hidden trade-offs, unsupported claims, vague language, false labels, irrelevant claims, lesser-evil framing, and even false statements (de Freitas Netto et al., 2020; Siano et al., 2017). However, counts of sustainability claims are limited as they do not necessarily imply strong evidence in support of the claim, especially if claims are communicated extensively.
Recent methods are based on the analysis of reporting language. Bingler et al., (2023) and Bose et al., (2024) report that vague quantifiers, future commitments, passive voice, and missing baselines are all some of the possible signs of symbolic reporting, whereas quantified targets and evidence of completed action is indicative of more substance. But linguistic analysis is not a means to establish operational truth, but rather to complement, and not to replace, triangulation.
There are a number of conditions that promote symbolic CSR. Although weak, enforcement can allow for formal compliance with the rule without changing behaviour (Delmas and Burbano, 2011; Torelli et al., 2019). Stakeholders might request sustainability when they are not provided with enough information or do not have enough power to be able to validate claims (Marquis et al., 2016; Lyon & Maxwell, 2011). Financial pressures can deter investors from investing for the long run (Zhao et al., 2025). Comparisons to others can result in mimetic adoption of sustainability language and structures (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Nicholls & Opal, 2014).
In the present study the substance-symbolism problem is approached by five criteria. Verifiability: Does a claim have evidence that is independent? Measurability takes into account measured targets, baseline and progress. Accountability looks at governance ownership, mechanisms of stakeholders and corrective action. Integration assesses the extent to which CSR is part of the strategy and operations. Comparability is used to determine whether there is consistency between retailers and time. These are the criteria that can be used to systematically assess whether CSR is beyond communication.
[bookmark: _Toc237956888][bookmark: _Toc238725165]2.3.3 Business Model Differentiation and CSR Implementation
Food retail differs and is not homogenous across the UK, as the ownership, governance, margin, product range and relationships between the stakeholders vary amongst the different types of retailer. For this study two discount retailers, (Aldi and Lidl), four mainstream retailers (Tesco, Sainsbury's, Morrisons and Asda) and The Co-operative Food which operates on a cooperative model are used in comparison.
Their strategies for competition include low price and simplicity of operation, limited ranges, private label products and efficiency (Richards, 2023; Blythman, 2017). The features thus result in a "CSR paradox. Efficiently can be the environmental benefit, which can help to reduce the number of stores, and make the packaging and logistics easier (Richards, 2023; Zhao et al., 2025). But, margins may be tight in investment in reporting and assurance, engagement with stakeholders, and build of sustainability infrastructure (Zhao et al., 2025; ShareAction, 2023). It can also be challenging to make an external verification because of a lack of transparency.
The high volume, diversified supermarket is a typical business model, and has complex supply chains in mainstream supermarkets. They are very public, and are listed, putting pressure on them from investors, regulators and reputational (Jones et al., 2011; Clarke et al., 2012). They have a greater number of resources at their disposal for the sustainability teams, reporting, supplier programmes, assurance and climate accounting (Nicholls & Opal, 2014; Hahn & Kühnen, 2013). But it does not imply that the higher the level of sophistication in reporting, the deeper the level of implementation, as there are challenges to be faced including labour, wages, emissions in supply chains, food health and waste (Font et al., 2016; LeBaron & Lister, 2022; Mialon et al., 2026). Sustainability investments come with a higher price tag and may be limited based on the appetite of shareholders for the investment (Velte, 2025; Zhao et al., 2025).
Cooperative retailers are unique as their purpose and governance is democratic which can help to internalise social goals in their activities (Birchall, 2013; Hernández-Espallardo et al., 2021). The Co-operative Group reflects this collaborative approach in two ways, as members of the cooperative, and as community investors and in their ethical sourcing. These can be used to establish more accountability for stakeholders. It is not a substantive CSR as the operating constraints like financial and competitive pressures can affect the implementation of CSR (Hernandez-Espallardo et al., 2021).
Three expectations follow. It is anticipated that the report quality of the main stream supermarkets will be highest, discount supermarkets lowest and co-operative supermarkets will be in between. Cooperatives may have a higher level of social CSR integration, operational environmental efficiency may be greater with discount retailers and there may be a greater disclosure-performance gap with mainstream retailers. Convergence can over time be achieved due to regulatory and competitive forces.
[bookmark: _Toc237956889][bookmark: _Toc238725166]2.3.4 Sectoral Context: Sustainability Challenges in UK Food Retail
The effects of the food retailers' CSR are significant and real (Jones et al, 2005; Dauvergne & Lister, 2013) in that they affect the production, sourcing, employment, consumption and the environment. Since 2005, the responsible retailing has grown, which involves public health, regulation, complexity of the supply chain, climate change and the expectations of the stakeholders.
The key emphasis is on being environmentally responsible. Retailers affect Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions (stores, refrigeration, transport and energy) and for retailers, the majority of corporate footprints are in the area of Scope 3 (purchased goods and suppliers) emissions (CDP, 2023; Liu et al., 2024; Balsam et al., 2025). TCFD disclosure helps to increase transparency but reporting does not set reductions. Real targets, supplier involvement, measurable and verifiable reductions are necessary to have substantive climate CSR.
There are also barriers due to the biodiversity and land use as the purchasing of products like soy, palm oil and beef can lead to ecological damage and deforestation (Dauvergne & Lister, 2013). For meaningful action it's necessary to have traceability and action specific to commodities. In addition, reduction, recycling, and reuse, and design-for-circularity are also challenges for the practices of circular economy, where there is a tendency to promote reduction and recycling, but with the objective of achieving circularity; the focus is on reuse, refill and design-for-circularity (Ncube et al., 2020; Herbes et al., 2023; Ribeiro et al., 2023).
Social sustainability issues are equally a matter of concern. There are potential forced labour, low-income, insecurity and unsafe working conditions throughout the food supply chain (Stevenson & Cole, 2021; LeBaron & Lister, 2022; Meehan & Pinnington, 2022). There's been increased transparency and disclosure in the Modern Slavery Act, but not necessarily deep tier visibility and remediation of workers. To implement substantive ethical sourcing, a company needs to be vigilant, engage the workers and take remedial measures, and commit to wages, as pointed out by LeBaron & Lister, 2022 and Sarfaty & Zhang, 2025.
In employee welfare, the following aspects come under it: Wage, Security, Health and Safety of the employees, Training and involvement of the employees. These become more apparent during times of COVID-19 (Hobbs & Rude, 2022; Sarkis et al., 2021). In addition to their impact on communities through employment, retailers also have an impact on their communities through their procurement, store investment and community programmes (Clarke et al., 2012; Birchall, 2013).
Product availability, product pricing, product placement and product promotion and reformulation are all strategies used to impact public health (Sacks et al., 2020; Taillie et al., 2020). However, there is a spectrum of concern on this topic regarding the need for reformulation of the products and marketing of ultra-processed foods, which requires a different strategy than simply the promotion of more healthy options, but of an action-oriented health CSR (Scrinis & Monteiro, 2025; Mialon et al., 2026). An equity dimension (Robinson et al., 2025; Hobbs, 2021) is added by factors of affordability and food insecurity.
Governance is linked with these challenges. Supply chains can be complex to account for, shareholders can have differing expectations and requirements to those needed for long-term sustainability and regulations may only be seeking minimum standards, rather than encouraging change (Stevenson & Cole, 2021; Meehan & Pinnington, 2022; Christensen et al., 2021). COVID-19 underscored the importance of working with the supply chain and/or increasing the number of employees needed, and greater demands put on the CSR.This became even more a critical issue of the fragility of the supply chain and dependence of the employees when COVID-19 (Hobbs & Rude, 2022) was exposed.
[bookmark: _Toc237956890][bookmark: _Toc238725167]2.3.5 CSR Disclosure, Reporting Quality, and Evaluation Methodologies
The number of CSR information given to stakeholders has been growing since GRI, TCFD and SASB (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013; Christensen et al., 2021; Michelon et al., 2015). But don't think that the disclosure is the same as performance. Detailed reports do not necessarily have to result in different outcome, leading to disclosure-performance gap (Michelon et al., 2015; Font et al., 2016).
Mandatory reporting can also lead to a lack of transparency and comparability, and even if there is, the reporting may not be of good quality or effective in enhancing CSR performance (Christensen et al., 2021). There is room for strengthening the credibility via third party assurance, but the scope and methodology of the assurance is different, and even it can be done based on a process rather than an outcome (Boiral et al., 2019; Kusumawardani & Dwiridotjahjono, 2024). Therefore, it's important to see the use of assurance as being helpful but not sufficient.
It is not possible to give a complete list of the authenticity of CSR from a single source. The corporate reports indicate what they agree to, and how they are governed, but they can also be a reflection on their self presentation. Ratings are external assessments which could be subject to a certain portion of corporate information. There might be failures which can be identified from investigative resources, but they might be selective on the negative cases identified. It's therefore still necessary to conduct triangulation. This study combines the evidence of both the company and the regulatory bodies, independent evidence and third parties using five criteria to determine whether CSR reporting is in line with the process of operational change.
[bookmark: _Toc237956891][bookmark: _Toc238725168]2.3.6 Identified Research Gaps
Secondly, there is a lack of testing of the influences of the business model. Food retail research may be considered as a single sector despite the fact that there are differences in structure among discount, mainstream and co-operative retailers. Very little comparative evidence exists on the issue of ownership, margins, visibility and governance (Zhao et al., 2025; Velte, 2025).
Secondly, there is a lack of testing of business model influences. Although there are structural differences between discount, mainstream, and cooperative retailers, food retail is often treated as a single sector in research.While there are some structural differences between discount, mainstream, and cooperative retailers, food retail is often considered as a single sector in research (Zhao et al., 2025; Velte, 2025). There is limited comparative evidence regarding ownership, margins, visibility and governance.
Thirdly, substantive vs symbolic CSR is not consistently operationalised. Research will typically involve disclosure volume, ESG scores or general ratings, which are not able to capture authenticity (Walker & Wan, 2012; Torelli et al., 2020). This is overcome by using a framework of five criteria as outlined here.
Fourth, priorities that are new are not always included in the traditional CSR assessments. The materials of scope 3 emissions and circular economy, modern slavery effectiveness, public health, ultra-processed foods and pandemic resilience are growing (Balsam et al., 2025; Stevenson & Cole, 2021; Scrinis & Monteiro, 2025). They can be included to test how retailers have changed their operations or simply their CSR narrative.
Fifth, the studies in existence continue to be corporate disclosure driven. Such data will be useful but can result in the creation of self-serving stories (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013; Michelon et al., 2015). In this research, the answer is given in the form of triangulation with the support of independent assessments, the regulatory, evidence from civil society, and investigative reporting.
When taken together, these gaps suggest a growing visibility, regulation and complexity of UK food retail CSR, which should not be taken as a proxy for authenticity. An unanswered question is if retailers have shifted to measurable, accountable, integrated and independently verifiable responsibility.
[bookmark: _Toc237956892][bookmark: _Toc238725169]2.4 Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework of this study which is based on the theoretical foundations (stakeholder theory, institutional theory, shared value creation) and critical synthesis of empirical literature is presented in Figure 2.1, guiding the empirical investigation.
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Figure 2.1
The three theoretical perspectives that are the foundation of this study are brought together in Figure 2.1 and related to the empirical analysis of CSR. According to the Stakeholder approach, the power, legitimacy and urgency of stakeholders differ, and this impacts their ability to get the company to respond to their interests and expectations. Institutional theory is helpful in understanding why similar CSR policies, reporting and governance are likely to emerge in the presence of regulatory, normative, and competitive pressures, and can also provide some insight into why there might be symbolic compliance when there is less regulatory enforcement. The complementary perspective of shared value creation focuses on the potential for CSR to be embedded in business activities where there is the potential to create value both for the organisation and for society and/or the environment more broadly. The five dimensions of CSR, as defined by Jones et al. (2005): environmental management, ethical sourcing, employee welfare, community engagement and customer responsibility are used as the framework for the application of these theoretical perspectives. The framework then assesses the evidence on five criteria: verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability. The five principles of verifiability (independent evidence/assurance), measurability (quantification of targets and progress), accountability (governance and mechanisms for corrective action), integration (CSR integrated into operational decision and incentives) and comparability (consistent evidence across retailers and over time) are considered. These relationships constitute an analytical structure that allows for the distinction of substantive CSR integration from symbolic disclosure, and comparison of CSR development in various retail business models.
[bookmark: _Toc237956893][bookmark: _Toc238725170]2.5 Conclusion
This literature review was designed to combine 50 academic papers which have explored the CSR development of UK food retail between 2005 and 2025. It brought together theories of stakeholder CSR, of institutions and of shared value to explain the adoption and implementation of CSR; examined substantive-symbolic CSR and greenwashing; explored influences of the business model; and assessed business model challenges of climate, modern slavery, circular economy and public health. Five research gaps were found, including a lack of longitudinal evidence, lack of business model comparison, weak operationalization of the authenticity of CSR, lack of inclusion of emerging priorities and over-reliance on corporate disclosures. The conceptual framework uses five criteria (verifiability, measurable, accountable, integrated, and comparable) and five dimensions of CSR that aids system empirical evaluation and evidence-based recommendations.
 
[bookmark: _Toc237956894][bookmark: _Toc238725171]
Chapter 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc237956895][bookmark: _Toc238725172]3.1 Introduction
The chapter provides an explanation of the methodological approach adopted to examine how the Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) develops within the UK food retail sector between 2005 and 2025 and justifies selection of the approach. The study aims to explore how the transition from symbolic to substantive CSR reporting involves substantive integration of CSR into the business activities, and to investigate how business models affect the depth and authenticity of CSR. It fills in the gap in the measurement of CSR from a long-term perspective, differentiation of business models, and the specification of substantive and symbolic CSR (Jones et al., 2005; Yang et al., 2025; Torelli et al., 2020).
The importance of rigour is that CSR is a social construct, it requires impression management, involves the interpretation of stakeholders and the gap between corporate discourse and operational reality (Saunders et al., 2019; Yin, 2018). The chapter covers the concepts of philosophy, design, data collection, analysis, trustworthiness, ethics and limitations.
[bookmark: _Toc237956896][bookmark: _Toc238725173]3.2 The present research adopts a qualitative research approach.
Research philosophy includes epistemological, ontological and axiological beliefs about the development of knowledge (Saunders et al, 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The interpretivism approach is used in this study as CSR is a socially constructed phenomenon that is shaped by the expectations of its stakeholders, institutional pressures, organizational narratives and unclear conceptions of responsibility (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Jamali & Karam, 2018).
[bookmark: _Toc237956897][bookmark: _Toc238725174]3.2.1 Ontological Position
Ontology is related to ‘assumptions about reality’ (Saunders et al., 2019). The study's ontological approach is a relativist perspective where the meanings of CSR are derived from the interaction of the corporations, regulators, investors, civil society, consumers and employees (Gond et al., 2020; Berger & Luckmann, 1966). The concept of substantive versus symbolic CSR relies on what the stakeholders expect in the context, and institutional norms (Walker & Wan, 2012; Yang et al., 2025).
For instance, a modern slavery statement could meet legal requirements but seem to be a purely symbolic gesture to labour rights groups if there is no remediation of workers (Stevenson & Cole, 2021; LeBaron et al., 2021). Likewise, if Scope 3 targets are missing, TCFD reporting could still be considered greenwashing and receive criticism for this (Bingler et al., 2023). In this sense, relativism takes CSR authenticity as being contestable and not single or unique, as it is with Torelli et al. (2020) and Sharma et al. (2024).
When one believes in relativism, this does not imply that anything is true. Specific criteria need to be used in the same manner. The evaluative basis is that of the five criteria of chapter 2.
[bookmark: _Toc237956898][bookmark: _Toc238725175]3.2.2 Epistemological Position
Epistemology is related to the process of generating and confirming knowledge (Saunders et al., 2019; Creswell & Poth, 2018). The study is conducted using a subjectivist approach which is in line with interpretivism. It is important to interpret CSR evolution in the light of stakeholder judgements on CSR, institutional settings, and CSR in organisations, as such, CSR is not entirely objective and measurable (Guba & Lincoln, 1994). The researcher thus serves as an interpreter, developing knowledge as he or she systematically interacts with a variety of sources and theoretical criteria (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
This is unlike positivist based methodologies on ESG scores or disclosure indices. These are indicators but not substantive CSR as the depth of implementation or integration in the operations may not be reflected in numerical scores (Michelon et al., 2015; Font et al., 2016). Labour exploitation or greenwashing can be combined with a strong ESG rating (Christensen et al., 2021; Citterio & King, 2024).
Interpretivism is thus an appropriate paradigm because it focuses on changes in the nature of CSR over time, and on how claims are interpreted by stakeholders and/or whether there is operational evidence for the corporation's claims (Yin, 2018; Stake, 1995).
[bookmark: _Toc237956899][bookmark: _Toc238725176]3.2.3 Axiological Position
Axiology is related to the values in research (Saunders et al., 2019). There are normative judgments on the part of the evaluator in the areas of responsibility, transparency and accountability when assessing CSR authenticity (Torelli et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2025). The study thus recognises a commitment to making a real difference in achieving sustainability transformation, rather than simply impression management, in line with the stakeholder perspective (Freeman et al. 2020; Sharma et al. 2024).
Rigour does not take the place of being aware of value. Criteria are clear, evidence is triangulated, decisions are recorded and interpretations are theoretically based (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Positionality of researchers is acknowledged through reflexivity (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
[bookmark: _Toc237956900][bookmark: _Toc238725177]3.2.4 Justification of Interpretivism
There are three reasons justifying the use of interpretivism. The treatment of CSR is not only positivist as it is influenced by the culture, regulation, stakeholder expectations and competition, (Bansal & Roth, 2000; Jamali & Karam, 2018). Second, the study is concerned with the contextual nature of business models, institutional pressures and the temporal nature of change – not statistical breadth – for it is the authentic nature of CSR that is at stake (Yin, 2018; Stake, 1995). Third, substantive-symbolic differences are based on the qualitative evidence of governance, stakeholder engagement, verification and operational integration (Walker and Wan, 2012; Yang et al., 2025).
The solution was rejected – positivism – as a way to avoid this contextual interpretation, but to do so would limit the power of statistical generalisation. More flexibility is offered by pragmatism, however this study's focus on stakeholders is not as explicit in its interpretation as would be found in critical realism, which highlights causal mechanisms to a greater extent than this stakeholder centred study (Creswell & Poth, 2018; Saunders et al., 2019).
[bookmark: _Toc237956901][bookmark: _Toc238725178]3.3 Research Design
The design for the study is multiple case study using qualitative approach as proposed by Yin (2018) and Stake (1995). Case studies are appropriate for how-and-why questions in real world situations; they allow for the use of many evidence sources – Yin, 2018, Eisenhardt, 1989.
[bookmark: _Toc237956902][bookmark: _Toc238725179]3.3.1 Justification of Case Study Design
There are four requirements that are met by the design. First, it is important to have a longitudinal organisational analysis (Yin, 2018) to look into the evolution of CSR. Second, evidence for substantive and symbolic practices must be found in the areas of governance, reporting, engagement and implementation (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007). Thirdly, business-model influence needs to be related to ownership and competitive types (Stake, 1995). Fourthly, CSR is integrated into the regulations, suppliers and stakeholder activism (Yin, 2018).
Multiple cases can be used to generalise analytically via pattern matching and/or theoretical replication. The same results are likely to be found in other mainstream supermarkets, and variations could be found in the different discount and cooperative stores (Yin, 2018; Eisenhardt, 1989). The intent therefore is not to make a statistical generalisation (Eisenhardt & Graebner, 2007), but to provide a theoretical explanation.
[bookmark: _Toc237956903]Seven cases were purposely chosen and covered three business models for the UK food retailers in the study. In case research it is important to select information-rich organisations and not a sample of statistically representative random organisations (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018), and this can be achieved by using purposive sampling.
The UK food retailers selected for the study included six purposively selected, representing three business models. Purposive sampling is suitable for case research as it is important to select information-rich organisations that correspond to the research questions in contrast to a sample of statistically representative random organisations (Patton, 2015; Yin, 2018).
The big four retailers and supermarkets are the mainstream outlets - Tesco, Sainsbury's, Morrisons and Asda. They can also be evaluated for their level of sophistication in the reporting process and whether there is any substantive change and are easily counterbalanced with their scale, complex supply chains and shareholder governance (Nicholls & Opal, 2014; Blythman, 2017).
Aldi and Lidl are discount retail stores. This narrow scope, private labeling, low pricing, and efficiency producing models allow for testing for the operational simplicity that can aid environmental CSR and at the same time reduce transparency (Richards 2023; Zhao et al., 2025).
Co-operative Food' is one of the 'Co-operative Retailing'. Contrast with shareholder led companies and justify the analysis of stakeholder-oriented accountability (Birchall, 2013; Hernández-Espallardo et al., 2021) in member-owned companies through their democratic management and ethical-trading traditions.
The share of the cases in the UK grocery market was about 60% of the total market share (Kantar, 2024). Retailers not having a physical store were not included.
[bookmark: _Toc237956904][bookmark: _Toc238725180]3.3.3 Longitudinal Design and Temporal Comparison
The research is performed on two phases. A good source of the baseline information is Phase 1, 2003-2007, which includes the Jones et al. (2005) report, along with corporate, policy and regulatory information. The second phase (2020-2025) brings the modern CSR, which is reflected in the disclosure of the companies, evaluations by third parties, the documents of regulatory authorities and assessment by stakeholders.
This includes the Paris Agreement, the TCFD reporting, the Modern Slavery Act 2015, net zero targets, ESG investments, digital transparency and COVID-19 (Christensen et al., 2021; Stevenson & Cole, 2021; Hobbs & Rude, 2022). Substantive transformation or updating of the language with symbols, compliance or limited progress is evaluated by comparison.
[bookmark: _Toc237956905]The study was approached by abduction, as this will enable it to be theoretically informed, whilst still allowing for the emergence of the unexpected (Saunders et al., 2019; Braun & Clarke, 2006). An inductive approach might be insufficient to properly compare the cases, while a deductive approach may not account for new developments in the area. The abductive method thus makes the theoretical structure and sensitivity to the empirical context go hand in hand.
The study uses an abductive approach to the research process which is a combination of both deductive and inductive (Saunders et al., 2019). The deductive component is based on two existing analytical frameworks; the five CSR dimensions from Jones et al. (2005) and five substantive-symbolic criteria constructed in Chapter 2. These are frameworks which establish uniformity between cases and periods.
An inductive element has been identified to highlight current changes, such as the protection measures against COVID-19, scope 3 credibility, initiatives on the circular economy and public health commitments, which were not fully foreseen by earlier literature.
Abduction is suitable because it does not rule out the discovery of unexpected results, yet is also based on a theory.Abduction is a suitable approach due to its ability to adhere to a theory while still allowing for unexpected results (Saunders et al., 2019; Braun & Clarke, 2006). Using a pure deductive method might miss new developments, and a pure inductive method would lose out on the comparison with a structure. The abductive approach is thus a combination of theory and context.
[bookmark: _Toc237956906][bookmark: _Toc238725181]3.5 Data Collection Methods
Secondary data (qualitative) was used in this study. This method is appropriate for case studies as UK food retailers produce a lot of corporate, regulatory and third-party documents (Saunders et al., 2019; Yin, 2018), which allow for a longitudinal study over the period of the dissertation.
[bookmark: _Toc237956907][bookmark: _Toc238725182]3.5.1 Data Sources
There are six types of sources that can be used for triangulation.
The Annual and sustainability reports from 2003-2007 and 2020-2025 serve as evidence in regard to governance, strategy, risks, environmental policies and CSR claims. They can be related to the GRI frameworks, TCFD or SASB frameworks (Hahn & Kühnen, 2013; Michelon et al., 2015).
Modern Slavery Act statements: Statements made in 2016–2025 contain information about their supply-chain risk, due diligence, and remediation (Stevenson & Cole, 2021; LeBaron et al., 2021; Meehan & Pinnington, 2022).
The reports of 2020-2025 on climate disclosures and CDP report on Scope 1, 2 and 3 emissions, governance information, targets and risk assessments (Bingler et al., 2023; CDP, 2023). These facilitate the assessment of climate accountability and credibility of climate targets (Balsam et al., 2025; Chen & Ma, 2024).
Third party assessments: These include external evaluations of aspects of the environment, labour, supply-chain, health, and workforce, from FTSE4Good, Ethical Consumer, ShareAction and Oxfam (Oxfam, 2021; ShareAction, 2023).
Evidence from civil society and investigation: NGO reports and campaigns, worker evidence, and reporting by Greenpeace, Friends of the Earth, War on Want, The Guardian and the Financial Times can reveal discrepancies between the claims made by companies and the experiences of stakeholders (LeBaron & Lister, 2022; Sarfaty & Zhang, 2025; Font et al., 2016).
Regulatory and institutional context (UK Government, 2021): Regulatory and institutional context is provided through government publications, parliamentary inquiries, investigations by the Competition and Markets Authority (CMA) and Food Standards Agency (FSA) material.
[bookmark: _Toc237956908][bookmark: _Toc238725183]3.5.2 Data Collection Process and Documentation
The data collection was done as per a standardised protocol (Yin, 2018). The documents were broken down into time periods, collected retailer by retailer, stored with the same names, and then added to a master spreadsheet listing the document title, author(s), date, URL, date retrieved, and type. The five CSR dimensions (environmental management, ethical sourcing, employee welfare, community engagement and customer responsibility) were used in the preliminary review to measure the relevance.
[bookmark: _Toc237956909][bookmark: _Toc238725184]3.5.3 Justification and Limitations of Secondary Data
Secondary data can be used to establish claims regarding strategic priorities, governance and accountability in a longitudinal manner (Saunders et al., 2019; Yin, 2018). Independent assessments have the capacity to pose a challenge to corporate accounts (Font et al., 2016; LeBaron et al., 2021).
Impression management can manifest itself in corporate documents (Michelon et al., 2015; Torelli et al., 2020). The corporate information within the third-party ratings can include different information and the methodology used can differ (Christensen et al., 2021). Previous revelations are more vague, causing time-symmetry. These limitations are overcome in the case of triangulation (Bose et al., 2024; Yang et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237956910][bookmark: _Toc238725185]3.6 Data Analysis Methods
Thematic analysis is used in this study as a way to systematically identify the patterns in the qualitative case evidence, and therefore interpret the patterns within the evidence (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Saldaña, 2015; Nowell et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc237956911][bookmark: _Toc238725186]3.6.1 Analytical Framework
There are two complementary structures to analysis. The five dimensions of CSR that have been selected in Framework 1 are based on the work of Jones et al. (2005), who identified these as the five dimensions of CSR. These are dimensions that are covered by contemporary priorities.
We look at substance versus symbolism of CSR with five criteria in Framework 2. The verifiability encompasses independent audit, certification, assurance and stakeholder verifiability. Measurability is discussed in relation to targets/baselines and KPIs and data on progress. Accountability takes into account the ownership, oversight, incentives, correction and recourse of stakeholders in governance. The focus of Integration is in strategy, procurement, operations and resource allocation. Consistency of measures, known standards and comparison to peers are all included in the concept of comparability.
[bookmark: _Toc237956912][bookmark: _Toc238725187]3.6.2 Coding Process
Thematic analysis, like most other analysis methods, is divided into six phases; familiarisation, coding, theme development, review, definition and reporting (Braun and Clarke 2006). Codes created through evidence, deductively and inductively from a variety of evidence; such as Scope 3, Modern Slavery, Living wages, COVID-19, Circular economy, and Public health (Nowell et al., 2017).
[bookmark: _Toc237956913][bookmark: _Toc238725188]3.6.3 Comparative Analysis
Within-case analysis considers each retailer in terms of five dimensions of CSR and the two phases to detect its strengths and weaknesses, its changes and substantive-symbolic patterns (Eisenhardt, 1989; Yin, 2018). In Cross-case analysis, the mainstream, discount and cooperative model models are compared, and the four key factors of ownership, governance, competition and operational design, and resource capacity are taken into account (Zhao et al., 2025; Velte, 2025). In temporal analysis, the evidence for Phase 1 and Phase 2 for each retailer and dimension is compared to determine if there is a correlation between disclosure expansion and increased performance, governance, integration and accountability (Jones et al., 2005; Nicholls & Opal, 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc237956914][bookmark: _Toc238725189]3.7 Quality Criteria and Trustworthiness
Conventional positivist measures (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tracy, 2010) are not used for the assessment of qualitative quality, but rather credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability.
Triangulation is used to enhance the credibility of evidence in both ways: by using multiple sources of evidence (corporate, regulatory, third-party, NGO, investigative) for each claim and by using multiple criteria for each claim (Patton, 2015).
Transferability is established by the contextual description—for the reader to make his or her own judgments on transferability to other settings (Geertz, 1973). Findings are not statistically generalisable, but are rather analytical (Yin, 2018).
Documentation, procedures, coding decisions and analytical logs (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) help to provide dependability. Reflexivity and explicit and consistent application of criteria (Nowell et al., 2017; Tracy, 2010) increase the confirmability of the results.
[bookmark: _Toc237956915][bookmark: _Toc238725190]3.8 Ethical Considerations
The investigation solely focuses on secondary data which is publicly accessible, but issues of ethical responsibilities are still relevant: data integrity, data ownership, transparency and responsible criticism (Saunders et al., 2019).
To guarantee data integrity, the information needs to be accurate, the statements made by the company needs to be distinguished from the independent information, and the information must not be presented in a misleading way (Yin, 2018). Appropriate credit is given to another person's work and the UK Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988 allows for fair dealing.
Documenting sources, frameworks and interpretative processes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985) help to ensure transparency and reproducibility. Any statement of "greenwashing" or poor implementation is only attributed if there is evidence on which to base this claim and explicit criteria to justify this (Torelli et al., 2020).
There is a need for scholarship in sustainability governance that is based on evidence and criticism (Freeman et al., 2020; Sharma et al., 2024), to which the study contributes. Ethical requirements of institutions are adhered to.
[bookmark: _Toc237956916][bookmark: _Toc238725191]3.9 Research Limitations
There are a number of caveats to be noted. Firstly, secondary data limit access to managers, employees, suppliers and customers, which may have more insights into the implementation (Saunders et al., 2019). Partially, triangulation does not have this restriction.
Second, disclosures' content in recent times is broader than in 2005, which may result in an overstatement of progress due to reporting improvements rather than the actual performance (Christensen et al., 2021). The analysis thus differentiates between disclosure expansion and substantive change.
Thirdly, there is an imbalance between the representation of business models, with more mainstream business models than discount and cooperative business models. This does not make it easy to make numerical comparisons, but case studies emphasize theory, rather than numbers and balance (Yin, 2018).
Fourthly, interpretation is a form of researcher's judgment. Alternative themes would be identified by different researchers and the classification and categorisation of the borderline cases could vary (Braun & Clarke, 2006; Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Subjectivity can be minimized but not completely eliminated by using explicit criteria, triangulation and reflexivity.
The findings are not statistically generalizable, but are analytic. Conclusions are specific to food retail in the UK and might not be applicable to other sectors, countries or time periods (Yin, 2018). These constraints are dealt with in an explicit manner.
[bookmark: _Toc237956917][bookmark: _Toc238725192]3.10 Conclusion
This chapter has warranted the methodological approach that has been used to explore the evolution of CSR in food retail in the UK from 2005 to 2025. With respect to CSR, there are at least three different ontological and epistemological orientations: interpretivism, relativist ontology and subjectivist epistemology, and an abductive approach which is a combination of theory and sensitivity to new findings.
Capturing the evolving nature of these six retailers from mainstream, discount and cooperative retail stores successfully, a qualitative multiple case study design was employed. Secondary evidence includes corporate reports, statements on Modern Slavery Act, climate disclosure reports, third party assessments, civil society reports, and regulatory reports and statements that can be used to triangulate and to conduct longitudinal analysis.
Five dimensions of CSR and five substantive-symbolic criteria are used to structure the thematic analysis, and to systematically assess verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability. Using within-case, cross-case and temporal comparisons the differences in business-models and the evolution of CSR can be studied.
Credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability enhances the trustworthiness of the search, while the ethical procedures help ensure the integrity of the data, the protection of intellectual property, transparency and responsible criticism. There are some limitations associated with secondary data, temporal asymmetry, case balance, interpretive subjectivity and generalisability.
The methodology serves as a guideline as to whether CSR transformation is a real integration or symbolic reporting. The results of this framework are shown in the next chapter.


[bookmark: _Toc237956918][bookmark: _Toc238725193]Chapter 4: Findings, Analysis and Discussion
[bookmark: _Toc237956919][bookmark: _Toc238725194]4.1 Introduction
This chapter introduces, examines and discusses empirical findings of the systematic evolution of the SR strategies of six food retailers in the United Kingdom (UK) from 2005 to 2025. The analysis is done using the five-dimensional approach to CSR, which was developed in Chapters 2 and 3: environmental management, ethical sourcing, employee welfare, community engagement and customer responsibility. These dimensions are judged based on 5 evaluative criteria – verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration, and comparability. This can be useful in the research to differentiate the two categories of CSR practices: embedded and symbolic.
The longitudinal analysis shows significant increase in the amount of CSR disclosure, governance mechanisms and sustainability terminology for all retailers. That said, increased disclosure doesn't always go hand in hand with increased operations. The pressure of regulation, scrutiny by investors, expectations of stakeholders and technological advances have helped drive progress, not least in the reporting of climate impacts or in packaging. Voluntary initiatives like living wages, worker remediation, Scope 3 emissions reduction, community outcomes and public-health reform are less developed, however (Christensen et al., 2021; Torelli et al., 2020; Yang et al., 2025).
The chapter starts with a summary of the cross-retailer results, and then discusses the research questions. It then analyses the evidence in the light of the institutional theory, stakeholder theory and critical CSR approaches. To minimise corporate self-reporting, throughout the analysis corporate disclosures are compared to regulatory documents, third party assessments, NGO investigations and independent evidence (Michelon et al., 2015; Font et al., 2016).
[bookmark: _Toc237956920][bookmark: _Toc238725195]4.2 Summary of Findings
[bookmark: _Toc237956921][bookmark: _Toc238725196]4.2.1 CSR Evolution from 2005 to 2025
There is strong evidence on the growth of CSR reporting over time, from the longitudinal evidence which shows that CSR reporting has grown much more extensive and sophisticated since the Jones et al. (2005) baseline. There has been a significant increase in documentation of sustainability by mainstream retailers, the development of Board-level governance for sustainability, embedding sustainability related executive bonuses and tying reporting with frameworks such as GRI and TCFD. Aldi and Lidl then followed suit with more structured reporting of sustainability, whilst the Co-operative Food continued to have relatively strong ethical disclosure, due to its cooperative history (Birchall, 2013).
But disclosure increases is not a good measure of CSR performance. The progress of independent assurance is only partial — particularly for social metrics — and there is still a limited number of third-party certifications for ethical sourcing, employee outcomes, community impacts, and customer-health performance. The results of this study help to support the proposition that disclosure sophistication and operation accountability can be developed at different speeds (Michelon et al., 2015; Kusumawardani & Dwiridotjahjono, 2024).
The highest level of CSR is related to environmental management. 100% of the six retailers report Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions and have set out targets for reductions. Energy efficiency, logistics optimisation and packaging reduction are examples of tangible operational change as the same are part of the renewable energy procurement, refrigeration upgrades. However, Scope 3 emissions are still quite weak regarding target adequacy, consistency with baseline, supplier transformation, and independent verification (CDP, 2023; Balsam et al., 2025).
The Modern Slavery Act 2015 is a key driver of the growth in ethical sourcing. Retailers are now reporting supplier audits, providing descriptions of risk assessments, and providing annual statements. However, there is less remediation evidence among workers and considerable lack of visibility in the supply chain. This seems to be regulatory compliance without matched development of worker-centred, or worker-focused, accountability (Stevenson & Cole, 2021; LeBaron et al., 2021).
Some improvement with employee welfare. COVID-19 had significant positive short-term effects, such as hazard pay, additional sick leave, PPE, mental-health protections, and more (Hobbs & Rude, 2022; Sarkis et al., 2021). However, adoption of living wages, secure job opportunities, collective bargaining and worker voice are still relatively low. The Co-operative Food is unique in being Living Wage accredited, and in having improved stakeholder governance (Living Wage Foundation, 2024; Birchall, 2013).
The difference between symbolic substantivation is greatest in the community engagement sector. Reporting is done more for inputs than outcomes in terms of social outcomes, with reporting on donations, volunteering, food redistribution and local partnerships increasing. It is uncommon to share details of measures of community wellbeing, local economic development or measures of impact, which are often defined by the stakeholders; thus, the actual value creation remains difficult to assess (Clarke et al., 2012; Porter & Kramer, 2011).
There is clear progress in labelling and food transparency around allergens, and selected reformulation programmes through customer responsibility. However, in general, retailers offer little detail with regards to exposure to ultra-processed food, promotion or whole-portfolio nutrition. This mismatch between the health associated messages and existing focus on processed products reinforces the fears around health washing (ShareAction, 2023; Scrinis & Monteiro, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237956922][bookmark: _Toc238725197]4.2.2 Business Model Differences
The results show that there are three general CSR profiles. Mainstream supermarkets (Tesco, Sainsbury's, Morrisons and Asda) are reported to have the best reporting processes, and are also the largest to have sustainability teams and assurance and governance capability. They also have the highest level symbolic-substantive gap. Though their disclosures are generous, there is limited implementation, such as in areas of scope 3 emissions, living wages, paying attention to supply-chain remediation, and healthy-food transformation (Christensen et al., 2021; Zhao et al., 2025).
There's another pattern that is evident at discount retailers like Aldis and Lidl. Real environmental efficiencies can be achieved through operational efficiencies, simplifying the store format, offering a limited range and relatively light supply chains. Whereas sustainability reporting and external assurance is not as widespread and extensive as stakeholder engagement. Their business models thus exhibit an efficiency-focused business approach with a lack of transparency (Richards, 2023; Zhao et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237956923]The Co-operative Food has a strong structural orientation with regard to stakeholder principles. It is an accredited Living Wage, cooperative owned, has ethical trading traditions, led by Fairtrade, and delivered the community dividend to the community, in comparison to shareholder owned competitors. But because of the competition and insufficient funding, substantive performance (on all dimensions) is not possible (Birchall, 2013; Hernández-Espallardo et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc238725198]4.3 Analysis by Research Question
[bookmark: _Toc237956924][bookmark: _Toc238725199]4.3.1 RQ1: How has CSR developed since Jones et al. (2005)?
The main result is the shift from a peripheral to an institutionalised business function of CSR and the lack of a uniform operational change brought about by institutionalisation. Today, the existence of board committees, sustainability strategies, links to executive KPI, risk systems, supplier programmes and formal reporting are common practice amongst large retailers (Gond et al., 2020; Matten & Moon, 2008). This is a definite improvement from the mid 2000s.
There has been the greatest increase in verifiability in the environmental reporting area. There is increasing structured accounting and external assurance for Scope 1 and Scope 2 emissions, while Tesco and Sainsbury's have assurance for some climate metrics. In contrast, social indicators are to a large extent self-reported. In contrast, modern slavery outcomes, employee wellbeing, community impacts, and health outcomes are less frequently subject to independent verification, if any, and rarely is the same level of effort used to verify each of these outcomes. (Kusumawardani & Dwiridotjahjono, 2024; Boiral et al., 2019)
There has also been an improvement (albeit not uniform) in measurability. While climate commitments can be established with a baseline, percentage, a time frame and a measure of progress, social commitments can be formulated with very general future oriented statements, such as 'improving wellbeing' or 'supporting communities'. Linguistic vagueness may make it more difficult to hold someone accountable since there is no clear starting point or standard to measure against to determine achievement (Bose et al., 2024).
Board oversight and executive incentives for accountability have increased, but consequences for failure are not so clear. Poor performance does not always lead to notifications of corrective actions, and there are few formal processes in place for worker/community stakeholders to hold poor performance accountable (LeBaron et al., 2021; Stevenson & Cole, 2021).
The best integration is achieved when CSR is related to cost cutting or regulation. Reducing environmental impacts and operating costs can be achieved at the same time, for example through energy efficiency, refrigeration and through using renewable electricity and reducing packaging. Social initiatives which involve regular financial redistributions (e.g. living wages, supplier remediation) are more likely to meet with opposition. This means that economic compatibility of CSR integration with the current business model is a contributing factor to CSR integration.
The frameworks such as TCFD, GRI and others have helped to increase comparability. Social reporting, however, is still disconnected across a variety of subjects, especially in the areas of modern slavery, worker voice, community outcomes and nutrition. This means that CSR will evolve over time and is measurable, but not all dimensions have evolved to the same extent.
[bookmark: _Toc237956925][bookmark: _Toc238725200]4.3.2 Mandatory and Voluntary CSR
One of the most important results is that of the distinction between mandatory CSR areas and voluntary CSR areas. TCFD related climate reporting, Modern Slavery Act (MSA) statements, food-safety standards and packaging tax have been widely adopted. Retailers have put in place quantified systems and changes to their operations, where there is a clear minimum standard set by regulation.
Voluntary areas are still not as substantial. There are few living-wage pledges, many strategies are not ambitious enough, remediation of the workers is not documented, and there is no clear enforcement of healthy food targets. This conforms to the institutional theory, which suggests that pressures to conform and comply come from coercion (DiMaggio & Powell, 1983; Bansal & Roth, 2000), while pressures to conform and comply come from some norm, but without sanctions, it is possible to get symbolic responses.
Environmental progress is an example of what happens when there's no regulatory pressure, and when there is. Retailers have stepped up from relatively basic Scope 1 and 2 energy efficiency measures, to green electricity procurement and refrigeration upgrades, between 2005 and 2025. The regulatory developments also had an impact on packaging reduction. However, transformation is still more limited in terms of biodiversity and Scope 3 transformation which needs deeper change in the supplier relationships and agricultural production.
Ethical sourcing shows evidence of disclosure growth that does not have any outcome evidence. Although suppliers' codes, certifications, audits and human-rights committees increased, the identification of worker compensation and remediation was still challenging. The gap is that while retailers are establishing their due diligence processes, they don't necessarily have their processes in place to restore impacted workers (Meehan & Pinnington, 2022; Sarfaty & Zhang, 2025).
The pattern of employee welfare is a more complicated one. COVID-19 offered immediate incentives to protect workers in all the areas of pay support, sick leave, health protection, and provision for mental health – resulting in real upgrades in the interim. During the crisis, a number of short-term measures were scrapped and long-term wage and job security mechanisms were relatively unaffected. This shows that the substantive action does not necessarily result from the crisis pressure, but it could. (Hobbs & Rude, 2022)
Through the community engagement, the charitable funds were used, along with volunteering, re-distribution of food and partnerships. However, very few retailers record their activity not their outcomes. Giving to organisations or volunteering time shows the effort an organisation has put in but not necessarily a better wellbeing or a decrease in inequalities. This is an old output-outcome dichotomy of CSR evaluation that has been established by Clarke et al. (2012).
Some improvements have been made that have actually been the responsibility of the customer. A reinforced transparency of the consumer has been achieved thanks to the nutrition labelling and the information about allergens, and a reformulation of selected products. However, the lack of full disclosure of ultra-processed food sales, and the continuation of the promotion of processed categories of food, limits the ability to say that there is a comprehensive transformation of the food system for health (ShareAction, 2023; Scrinis & Monteiro, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237956926][bookmark: _Toc238725201]4.3.3 RQ2: What Evidence Exists of Substantive Rather Than Symbolic CSR?
There is good evidence of operational change provided by environmental management. Changes made by all retailers as a result of the electricity, refrigeration, packaging and logistics have been quantified and the links between the various changes and capital investments can be established. But scope 3 is the major challenge as it is dependent on suppliers and agricultural production.
The scope 3 reporting can't therefore be mistaken with the scope 3 transformation. The targets could be small, baselines may be updated and supplier programmes could include only a small proportion of the farms. Evidence of absolute transformation in the supply chain is less strong for claims that rely heavily on accounting improvements or renewable-energy procurement or on small pilots (Bingler et al., 2023).
A similar issue occurs with biodiversity. The language and commitments from retailers are made towards nature through soy, palm oil, cocoa and beef are lacking in transparency of exclusion mechanisms and lack large-scale regenerative agriculture. Overall, innovation does not necessarily imply system-wide change, since a pilot programme can prove innovative, but not necessarily a sign of change on a broader scale (Greenpeace, 2023).
Ethical sourcing has been mainly symbolic in terms of the five criteria. While it is universal to have a modern slavery statement, there is not a universal set of outcome measures. Supplier audits aren't about the number of exploited workers that have been successfully compensated, reinstated or protected. There is also not a complete mapping of the deep tiers, meaning there is less transparency where risks can be focused (Stevenson & Cole, 2021; LeBaron et al., 2021).
There's no doubt that employee welfare is taking on a lot more meaning during this pandemic of COVID-19. Employers put in place PPE, physical protection, sick leave benefits and additional pay premiums. They were actions taken to deal with short term, material threats and were consuming resources. However, long-term concerns, particularly living wages, secured hours and employee representation measures are more challenging as they have an impact on labour costs and managerial decisions (Oxfam, 2021; ShareAction, 2023).
Evaluating community initiatives raises a challenge as it is hard to categorize them as substantive as it is unlikely that retailers report outcomes. The Co-operative Food is relatively unique in terms of its community dividend as it allocates resources structurally to the localities. However, there is still very limited evidence of how affected communities exert their own decisions on the core commercial decisions in philanthropistic models (Birchall, 2013).
Customer Responsibility: True transparency and Selective health communication. Whilst reformulation and labelling improvements can help to tackle own-brand products, they are not necessarily linked together and do not necessarily cover the food portfolio as a whole. There is currently no legislation for the public sale of UPFs, making it hard to make a comprehensive evaluation. Thus, the claims about health might be valid on a limited basis within specific programmes, but won't be when they are read as a proof of transformation of the entire portfolio (ShareAction, 2023; Scrinis & Monteiro, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237956927][bookmark: _Toc238725202]4.3.4 RQ3: How Do Business Models Differ?
Research indicates that mainstream retailers have good institutional capacity and also have good reputational management incentives. They are large and conspicuous enough to attract attention, and have long supply chains that allow for symbolic distinctions to be made between the actions of the company and its suppliers. CSR can therefore be professionalised to bring about real improvements, as well as impression management (Michelon et al., 2015; Zhao et al., 2025).
This is reflected by Tesco. It has large climate governance, large operational environmental investment, sustainability reporting and accountability of the executive. But a more ambitious scope 3, remediation, adoption of living-wages, and nutrition transformation are less convincing. The case illustrates that in order to be held accountable in a substantive way, a CSR infrastructure needs to be both advanced and comprehensive.
Aldi and Lidl are an example of an alternative that is more efficient. Advantages for the environment can be achieved by smaller formats, limited ranges, package simplifications and optimized logistics without a lot of communication. However, there are not comprehensive sustainability disclosures and external assurance, which makes it challenging to verify the outcomes comprehensively. Their transparency shortfall is thus a different issue than their disclosure-substance shortfall (Richards, 2023) that the mainstream retailers have.
The Co-operative Food illustrates how governance can help to deepen the integration of stakeholders. Structural foundations for CSR are improved by the Living Wage accreditation, Fairtrade leadership, community investment, and community participation. Social goals are included in the ownership model, which limits the short-term managerial discretion that makes these commitments less dependent on the decisions of managers (Hernández-Espallardo et al., 2021; Birchall, 2013). However, competing and financial problems can still not be avoided even in cooperative ownership.
[bookmark: _Toc237956928]But the differences in the business models should not be read on their own without considering the pressures on the business in the sector as a whole. As a market participant, the retailer should not only guarantee the quality of products and services but also ensure their competitiveness through maintaining their optimal price and satisfying the shareholders, while dealing with the fragmented regulations, affordability of consumers and complex supply chains (Zhao et al., 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc238725203]4.3.5 RQ4: How Are Emerging Priorities Shaping CSR Agendas?
Since 2020 Scope 3 emissions have been a major concern in climate change. Retailers are more often publicly reporting their upstream emissions, implementing science based targets and implementing supplier engagement programmes. But the use of operating translation is still limited. Targets may not be on track to reach the rapid decarbonisation pathways, the farmer transition programmes may be smaller than overall supply bases, and the baselines can be modified (Balsam et al., 2025; Bingler et al., 2023).
Most of the commitments under the circular economy have increased, primarily in the area of packaging. The direct finance incentives are those provided by plastic taxes and extended producer responsibility. These are the actions for substantive change. However, reusing, refilling and circularity at the system level is still small in comparison, indicating that the retailers operate as a single use system (Ncube et al., 2020; Ribeiro et al., 2023).
There has been a large amount of agenda integration, and little remediation, for modern slavery. Statements are longer, there is greater sophistication in governance systems, but more challenging to check if the worker-centred outcomes are achieved. The regulatory system thus seems to be more successful in fostering the creation of reporting than protection outcomes (Stevenson & Cole, 2021).
Public health has also grown in prominence with the reformulation of products, nutrition labelling and healthy ranges, as well as responsible-eating campaigns. The lack of transparency around UPFs in the public health message, the promotion of processed products, their affordability and poor implementation contribute to a disjunction between the public-health message and transformation at the portfolio level (ShareAction, 2023; Mialon et al., 2026).
[bookmark: _Toc237956929][bookmark: _Toc238725204]4.4 Discussion of Results
[bookmark: _Toc237956930][bookmark: _Toc238725205]4.4.1 Institutional Pressures
Results are very supportive of the institutional theory. Normative forces can induce reporting without deep change and coercive forces can induce responses that are more consistent across operations, but do not necessarily result in deep change (DiMaggio and Powell, 1983; Bansal and Roth, 2000). The mandatory climate and packaging requirements have had measurable impacts while the voluntary living wages, Scope 3 ambition and worker remediation and health transformation are weaker.
This discovery is an outlier to positive readings of the notion of shared value. When CSR requirements are in direct opposition to short-term profitability, less expensive responses like disclosure, pilot programmes and voluntary targets are favoured by retailers (Porter & Kramer, 2011; Crane et al., 2014). Outcome-based regulation, independent assurance, and sanctions, therefore could be the need for effective policy, in addition to disclosure.
[bookmark: _Toc237956931][bookmark: _Toc238725206]4.4.2 Stakeholder Salience
The theory of the stakeholders is also embraced. The power of investors and regulators are relatively high and thus CSR responsiveness is stronger. Workers in the supply chain, low wage earners, weak consumers and future generations have high levels of legitimacy and urgency but lower levels of direct power - which equates to weaker substantive outcomes (Mitchell et al., 1997).
The pattern implies there is some selective responsiveness by stakeholders. Communication can be enhanced through engagement without a redistribution of decision-making power, e.g. through panels or consultations. The Co-operative Food makes a partial exception because of the governance by its members that helps to increase the formal influence of its stakeholders (Birchall, 2013). However, even the cooperative governance is done in competitive markets.
[bookmark: _Toc237956932][bookmark: _Toc238725207]4.4.3 Greenwashing and Health-Washing
The evidence confirms the literature that refers to greenwashing as a legitimacy management strategy (Delmas & Burbano, 2011; Torelli et al., 2020). There are common trends, such as the inclusion of positive initiatives but the absence of negative trade-offs, the commitment to vague initiatives that do not have measurable outcomes, the promotion of small pilot projects as being strategic measures for transforming the situation, and the selective reporting which focuses on environmental and health improvements but does not reveal any contradictory practices.
The example of climate communication shows how the efforts in Scope 1 and 2 receive a lot of attention, and Scope 3 efforts less attention. Biodiversity commitments are also written in a very general way with no clear evidence to suggest it's excluding suppliers or making change system-wide. Community CSR also makes a point of giving and volunteering and offers sparse evidence of results.
The health washing is particularly evident when nutrition labelling and some food changes occur alongside the persistence of promotion of processed foods. It is also possible that voluntary health commitments will put pressure on mandatory interventions, which will leave a regulatory-forestalled space (Mialon et al., 2026).
The practices in this document do not indicate that all CSR claims are false. Instead, the results show that there is no conflict between selective disclosure and real improvements. This further highlights the importance of evaluating CSR using several different standards, rather than in terms of reporting volumes.
[bookmark: _Toc237956933][bookmark: _Toc238725208]4.4.4 Business Model as Constraint and Enabler
The main stream supermarkets have the means to invest a lot in their CSR, but also have the highest motivation to control the risk of their reputation. They can therefore support sophisticated communication via the symbolic systems and the support for substantive environmental investment. Discount retailers demonstrate that efficiency can lead to real environmental benefits without the need for a lot of reporting, which has led some to think that there is a direct link between reporting and performance.
Evidence of structural support of stakeholder objectives in the form of a cooperative model. But competition, startup funding and scale is still an issue in the depth of implementation. Therefore, business model has an impact on CSR, albeit with the limitation of the sectoral economic structures (Hernández-Espallardo et al., 2021).
There has also been some convergence in regulation, thereby minimizing some differences between models and increasing interdependence. Institutional rules and expectations have now been standardised and all retailers report on climate and modern slavery. But disclosure convergence does not lead to disclosure substance convergence, as evidenced by the different performances of the common ways of reporting (Christensen et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237956934][bookmark: _Toc238725209]4.4.5 COVID-19 as a Critical Juncture
That substantive CSR can take place in the presence of a pandemic when the short term demands of stakeholders and regulators are matched by operational requirements is all evidence to all. Retailers' adaptive capacity (Hobbs & Rude, 2022) was evident in their rapid response to protect workers and provide financial assistance.
But a number of actions were short term. As the immediate crisis receded, there was a drop in hazard pay and improvement of policies, but no changes in wage and security concerns in the long term. Crises, in the episode, thus showed that organisations could have the potential to move beyond rhetoric to do something substantive, even if it was not to alter underlying governance priorities (Fleming & Jones, 2013).
[bookmark: _Toc237956935][bookmark: _Toc238725210]4.4.6 Theoretical and Practical Implications
The first theoretical development is methodological—the five criterion framework offers a practical way of articulating the substantive-symbolic distinction. CSR claims can be assessed in a systematic way, not impressionistic, by virtue of the principles of verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability (Walker & Wan, 2012; Yang et al., 2025).
Second, the institutional theory and stakeholder theory can be integrated together for a better understanding of the results of CSR. Although it is not intended to provide a comprehensive explanation of the decisions made by organizations that lead to the same internal structures and roles for CSR, the institutional theory provides an explanation for this. While the stakeholder theory explains what role the stakeholders play in the substantive action of the organization, it cannot explain which stakeholder interests are being translated into substantive action (Jamali & Karam, 2018).
Thirdly, business model comparison shows that it is possible to see how ownership, resources capacity, visibility and business design influence the CSR strategies. However, if there are gaps in the universal level, it shows the significance of sector level constraints.
The results reinforce the usefulness of outcome reporting, independent verification, worker-remediation regulations, and requirement of health and climate targets for regulators (Christensen et al., 2021; Stevenson & Cole, 2021). The research also shows that, for investors and consumers, the sophistication of disclosure can be different from outcomes. The picture for NGOs highlights specific challenges in terms of accountability that need to be investigated. To managers, the credibility of CSR relies on how well it can be integrated into business operations, have clear metrics, independent assurance and have meaningful stakeholder engagement.
[bookmark: _Toc237956936][bookmark: _Toc238725211]4.4.7 Overall Interpretation of the Evidence
The results suggest that CSR change in UK food retail can be seen as a process of institutionalisation and the results are not equal. It is clear that the retailers are taking their CSR beyond the relatively limited confines of philanthropy as they did in the past. The influence of sustainability extends to board governance, risk management, investment decision making, procurement, reporting, programmes for the workforce and customer communication. That's a huge organisational evolution and not something that can be relegated to the symbolic level (Gond et al., 2020; Matten & Moon, 2008).
However, there has been a faster institutionalisation in the organisational architecture, as opposed to the level of outcomes of stakeholders. Retailers are now adept at quantifying, reporting, branding and managing their CSR, yet such skills do not necessarily alter underpinning commercial agendas. In cases where environmental measures do lead to an operational efficiency or are in response to direct regulation, substantive implementation is stronger. In the case of redistribution of value or increased labour costs, for changing purchasing or for taking lower margins, symbolic responses are more likely to occur (Crane et al., 2014; Zhao et al., 2025).
The evidence also suggests that the CSR authenticity is multi-dimensional. A retailer can achieve high and low scores for working well for the environment, and high and low scores for working well for their workers, respectively. There can be considerable internal variation, so the overall CSR ratings are not necessarily representative. Walker and Wan (2012), and Yang et al. (2025) note that the five-criterion framework looks for these differences not only in their presence of commitment, but also that the commitment can be verified, measured, attributed to accountable actors and embedded in operations and compared across cases and time periods.
This is also a multidimensional explanation as to why there are mixed rather than linear results from business-model comparison. While the mainstream retailers have more capacity and more reputational risk, the efficiency gains that the discounters are able to achieve comes at the cost of risk in disclosing less information, while the social priorities of the cooperatives are embedded structurally while being exposed to market competition. No model then, is a better CSR solution per se. Each model, however, is unique in that it represents a specific set of enablers and constraints that determine the types of substantive CSR models that are possible.
Last, the findings indicate that the central issue of the next wave of CSR is not that of scaling up the amount of reporting, but improving outcome accountability. Stable baselines, similar indicators, independent verification, credible remediation, meaningful worker and community participation in projects, and connections between corporate claims and measurable social and environmental benefits are important factors that will shape the future of the initiative. If these do not happen then CSR could develop more complex without being proportionately more transformative.
Increasingly, with the rising complexity of regulations and the growing demand from stakeholders for accountability, future credibility will rely on actual results that become more obvious in the public eye than ever before, rather than on increasingly complex stories that are told in the public forum.
[bookmark: _Toc237956937][bookmark: _Toc238725212]4.5 Chapter Summary
The chapter explained the analysis of how CSR has developed over 20 years (2005-2025) in seven food retailers in the UK. The findings make it clear that there is a considerable amount of disclosure and governance of CSR and CSR/sustainability related language.
The most advanced dimension is on environmental management especially in the areas of Scope 1 and 2 emissions, energy efficiency, refrigeration and packaging. There is less substance in scope 3 emissions and biodiversity as it will be more difficult to transform and verify their supply chains. Modern slavery statements and supplier audits have been a great way to institutionalise ethical sourcing, but remediation for workers and accountability at deep level of the chain of command are not sufficient.
The picture with respect to employee welfare is not bright. COVID-19 has created real improvements in the operational aspects of the workplace, but worker voice, job security and living wages are comparatively low. Community involvement has increased primarily through philanthropy and volunteerism with no corresponding measurement of the outcomes. There are improvements in customer responsibility through labelling and some reformulation programmes, but there is still concern about the prevalence of UPF, promoting them, their affordability and health-washing.
There are differences in business model. The supermarkets in the middle price range are characterized by both high CSR capacity and sophisticated symbolic communication, while discount supermarkets are characterized by their efficiency of operation and less transparency, and the cooperative model is characterized by good integration of the stakeholders, particularly in the field of wages and community investment. However, there is no model that is able to provide full substantive CSR, which means that the state of the institutions and the economy in each sector are still relevant.
The results confirm the findings from institutional theory as shown by the high level of substantive responses in the presence of coercive regulation and low levels of response when CSR is still voluntary. Stakeholder theory is also strengthened as powerful stakeholders are more likely to be given responses than those that are less powerful and have less capacity to impose sanctions. The study also shows that greenwashing and health-washing can co-exist alongside any true improvements and independent verification and outcome-based evaluation are necessary.
Overall, evidence indicates that UK food retailing is not just stuck with the narrow forms of CSR found around the 2005 baseline, but that it is on course for a shift towards a more integrated stakeholder-focused CSR. While CSR is now institutionalised and professionalised, and seen as important, transformation in operations is selective. The symbolic and substantive CSR issue is thus key to gauging progress. The results of these are summarized in the conclusions, recommendations, limitations and future research in the following chapter.

[bookmark: _Toc237956938][bookmark: _Toc238725213]Chapter 5: Conclusions and Recommendations
[bookmark: _Toc237956939][bookmark: _Toc238725214]5.1 Introduction
This dissertation has explored the development of CSR in the UK food retail industry from 2005 to 2025 and whether there were any shifts in terms of the nature of food retailers' CSR contribution from symbolic to substantive. It examined 5 domains of CSR (Jones et al., 2005) which are being practiced in retail outlets such as Tesco, Sainsbury's, Morrisons, Asda, Aldi, Lidl and The Co-operative Food. The five criteria which distinguished substantive practices from symbolic compliance were: verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability. This chapter is a summary of the findings, answers the research questions, provides recommendations, identifies limitations and specifies future research.
There were five criteria that distinguished substantive practices from symbolic compliance: verifiability, measurability, accountability, integration and comparability. This chapter is a summary of the findings, answers the research questions, provides recommendations, identifies limitations and specifies future research.
[bookmark: _Toc237956940][bookmark: _Toc238725215]5.2 Summary of Main Findings
Finding 1: CSR Institutionalisation Without Consistent Substantiation
Since the baseline of Jones et al. (2005) food retailing in the UK has become institutionalised with CSR. Board-level governance, environmental policies and sustainability strategies, and executive compensation with sustainability are standard industry practice. But there is not necessarily an equal degree of operational change with the increasing formalization of the organizations on all CSR dimensions. Measurable and verifiable environmental performance tends to be more standardised and measurable and less so in the social arena.
Finding 2: Uneven CSR Development Across Dimensions
The sector with the most relevant results of substantive progress is environmental management, among others, in the areas of Scope 1 and 2 emissions, energy efficiency, refrigeration and packaging. Ethical sourcing is becoming more codified and systematised with modern slavery reporting and supplier due diligence, however remediation of workers and visibility at deep tiers is weaker. So, while living wages and job security and worker voice are less well-developed, employee welfare has improved during COVID-19. There has been more involvement with the community, but less reporting is focused on outcomes as opposed to activities. Labelling and targeted reformulation efforts have led to a reduction in customer responsibility and there are ongoing concerns about general nutrition and exposure to ultra-processed foods.
Finding 3: Regulatory Mandates Drive Substantiation
Where there is stronger regulation in the CSR area there is increased measurability and accountability compared to CSR areas with weaker regulation. In contrast to these voluntary commitments, those linked to living wages, remediation for workers, and public-health transformation are still less structured, even as climate disclosure and packaging demands and standards have driven greater structuring of response.
Finding 4: Business Model Differentiation Shapes CSR Strategies
There is a relationship between business models and the resources, incentives and governance that become available for CSR. Mainstream retailers typically are more likely to be able to report and have sustainability capacity, while cooperative ownership can offer more robust governance structures for integrating stakeholders and operational simplicity can create environmental efficiencies at discount retailers. Despite this, there is no such thing as a "typical" model of substantive CSR as all retailers have commercial and institutional constraints in the industry as a whole.
Finding 5: Emerging Priorities Entered the Agenda Faster Than Operations Changed
Today, Scope 3 emissions, circular economy and modern slavery and public health have emerged as major topics of the CSR strategies and governance. However, this is not uniformly being put into practice in terms of operations. Packaging remains a key driver of circular economy activity while processes are more often discussed in the context of modern slavery reporting, and health strategies are typically around the issues of labelling and reformulation instead of transformation of the whole portfolio.
Finding 6: Stakeholder Salience Determines Responsiveness
The results suggest that the more institutional and/or reputational power a stakeholder has the higher the response of the retailer, especially investors, regulators and consumers. There may be individuals and groups of people who are legitimate, who feel that they have a high level of urgency, but who have fewer ways of imposing sanctions.There may be individuals and groups of people who have high legitimacy, high urgency, but low means for imposing sanctions. This helps to shed light on the salience of each of the stakeholders and the reasons for the mixed results of CSR.
Finding 7: Greenwashing and Health-Washing Can Coexist with Genuine Progress
[bookmark: _Toc237956941]The evidence is not an indication that it is always false to claim to be a CSR. Instead, the operational improvement can be achieved, and selective and/or murky disclosure of negative trade-offs can be made. This highlights the need to measure the impact of CSR by results, verification and accountability measures as well as volume of disclosure.
[bookmark: _Toc238725216]5.3 Conclusions Based on Research Questions
[bookmark: _Toc237956942][bookmark: _Toc238725217]5.3.1 RQ1: How Has CSR Developed Since Jones et al. (2005)?
CSR has moved beyond ‘business philanthropy' to become a formalized part of the business. Organisational development is represented in the board's governance, the sustainability team, executive incentives, strategic plans and reporting frameworks. However, institutionalisation is not synonymous with complete transformation of the institution based on stakeholders.
The five criteria form a useful way of measuring. The 'measurability' is strongest for climate indicators, the 'verifiability' is strongest for selected environmental indicators, the 'accountability' is weak when the target is not met and the 'integration' is strongest where the sustainability proves to overlap with operating efficiency, while the ‘comparability' is getting enhanced by the introduction of standardised reporting, though it is weaker for social outcomes (Walker & Wan, 2012; Yang et al., 2025).
The development of CSR is not linear, but rather has gaps. There has been some progress in environmental efficiency but scope 3 is less convincing. Ethical sourcing is more on the surface without being as worker-centred as it could be, worker protection has been enhanced during the pandemic, but precarity is still there, and community and health initiatives still have big gaps. Thus, the institutional pressure seems to be a stronger factor than corporate ethics, in absence of which (Bansal & Roth, 2000).
[bookmark: _Toc237956943][bookmark: _Toc238725218]5.3.2 RQ2: What Evidence Exists of Substantive CSR Integration?
Structural governance, financial alignment, and enforcement are all areas of focus for substantive CSR. This can be things like Scope 1 reductions, Scope 2 reductions, energy efficiency, packaging reduction, COVID-19 protections, Co-op Living Wage accreditation, and nutrition-labelling improvements.
Practices that are symbolic or weakly substantiated occur more frequently in Scope 3 decarbonisation, worker remediation, living wages (apart from the cooperative model), community outcomes and health transformation of the portfolio. Hence, substantive integration requires enforcement, financial incentives and/or governance structures safeguarding stakeholder interests. If it is not the case, disclosure can meet the legitimacy criteria, without significantly altering the practice (Lyon & Maxwell, 2011; Delmas & Burbano, 2011).
[bookmark: _Toc237956944][bookmark: _Toc238725219]5.3.3 RQ3: How Do Business Models Differ?
CSR strategies have an impact on business models. Mainstream supermarkets have the largest resources and reporting sophistication, and have good incentives for reputational management and shareholder performance. Discount retailers can gain environmental efficiencies by streamlining their structures and revealing less. In cooperative governance, there is a greater level of embeddedness of stakeholder consideration, either as a result of member ownership or ethical commitments.
There is no model that has a full range of substantive CSR. Ownership and operating models are important but are limited in their implementation by competition, costs, regulation and the market structure of the players. While business model innovation alone cannot achieve systemic change (Hernandez-Espallardo et al., 2021; Crane et al., 2014), it may participate in the transition.Business-model innovation can contribute to the transition, but it cannot be the solution for achieving systemic change (Hernandez-Espallardo et al., 2021; Crane et al., 2014).
[bookmark: _Toc237956945][bookmark: _Toc238725220]5.3.4 RQ4: How Are Emerging Priorities Shaping Agendas?
Institutionalization of emerging priorities in the discourses and governance of CSR. The concepts of scope 3 (circular economy), modern slavery and public health are frequently seen in the current strategies, but there are fewer instances where they are translated into practice. Circular economy projects may not be ambitious enough, packaging may be the only focus of the circular economy, modern slavery may be more of a process than remediation and health projects may be more about labelling and limited reformulation than about a whole portfolio transformation. In order to be able to realize substantive translation, it is necessary to have outcome reporting, independent assurance, the enforcement of stakeholders, and financial incentives for structural change (Christensen et al., 2021).
[bookmark: _Toc237956946][bookmark: _Toc238725221]5.4 Recommendations
Recommendation 1: Disclosure is being replaced by actual measurable results of retailers' emissions, remediation, wages, community health and wellbeing, and health, with independent verification ( Yang et al., 2025; Kusumawardani & Dwiridotjahjono, 2024).
Recommendation 2: Participating in CSR governance in meaningful ways requires stakeholder voice to be strengthened by engaging with and involving a diversity of workers, communities and supply chains (Freeman et al., 2020).
Recommendation 3: There should be incentives for the Executive to reduce Scope 3 emissions, remediation, Living Wage implementation and health performance and penalties for the Executive if they fail to do so (Zhao et al., 2025).
Recommendation 4: Policymakers should introduce outcome-based reporting, enhance the Modern Slavery Act, ensure that there are more robust public health measures and incorporate Scope 3 accountability (Christensen et al, 2021; Stevenson & Cole, 2021; Mialon et al, 2026; Balsam et al, 2025).
Recommendation 5: Investors should put greater emphasis on deliverables, and enhance their engagement on wages, Scope 3, remediation and health (Citterio & King, 2024; Velte, 2025).
Recommendation 6: The substantive-symbolic measurement needs to be developed further, and used in conjunction with theory, as well as in comparative studies (Walker & Wan, 2012; Yang et al., 2025; Jamali & Karam, 2018).
5.5 Limitations of Research
There are a number of limitations to the research. Direct access to managers, workers, suppliers, communities and customers was limited by first, secondary data-dependence. Triangulation enhanced the level of credibility, but interviews and participatory research might enable the experiences to be uncovered which could not be seen in corporate reporting (Saunders et al., 2019).
Secondly, the case representation is not even – there are more mainstream cases than cooperative or discount cases. The goal is analytical, not statistical generalisation; but more breadth (larger samples) could be achieved.
Third, interpretation is a judgement on the part of the researcher. This risk is diminished by transparent criteria, systematic coding and reflexivity but cannot be eliminated as there can be alternative interpretations (Braun & Clarke, 2006).
Fourth, the five criterion framework is normative which means that different thresholds may give different classifications. Fifth, case analysis only can detect patterns and not cause. These restrictions help to map out the field of interpretation.
[bookmark: _Toc237956947][bookmark: _Toc238725222]5.6 Priorities for Future Research
Studies that focus on workers need to be prioritized, causal analysis of CSR regulation studies, comparative ownership studies, and computational methods to detect greenwashing should be focused on in future research (LeBaron et al., 2021; Christensen et al., 2021; Hernández-Espallardo et al., 2021; Bose et al., 2024). Further research is needed on Scope 3 supplier transition and commercially viable solutions that allow for the reduction of UPF dependence whilst ensuring affordability (Balsam et al., 2025; Scrinis & Monteiro, 2025).
[bookmark: _Toc237956948][bookmark: _Toc238725223]5.7 Final Reflections and Conclusion
The question that this dissertation poses is whether there is any true CSR transformation or advancing and complex symbolic CSR compliance in the UK food retail sector. Both of these processes appear to co-exist, based on the evidence. Efforts have been made by retailers to improve their emissions efficiency, packaging, food safety, transparency and worker protection in crises, especially when supported by regulation or financial incentives and/or synergies in operations.
But, gaps still emerge between corporate stories and reality on decarbonisation, remediation of the workforce, living wage, circular re-use and whole portfolio health – Scope 3. Such shortcomings are most significant in situations where it's difficult, expensive, or inconsistent with existing incentives to do something.
The main finding is that CSR is "institutionalised" rather than systematically "transformed. Reporting is more professional but not all operational integration is done (Walker & Wan, 2012; Yang et al., 2025).
The business model affects this process but none can circumvent the sets of constraints at sector level. Support for stakeholders' outcomes, environmental benefits from discount efficiency and sustainability infrastructure from mainstream resources are all possible through the use of cooperative governance. Competition, cost pressures and regulation are all a threat to all.
Power of the stakeholders is also significant. There is good response from investors and regulators, who have some institutional power, because they can have consequences for these people; future generations, vulnerable consumers, communities and workers may have less power. However, CSR can create inequalities if the stakeholders who are impacted by the CSR do not have more robust decision-making processes (Mitchell et al., 1997; Freeman et al., 2020).
Just the disclosure isn't enough. To take the next step from legitimacy management to accountability, mandatory outcome reporting, independent verification, worker-remediation requirements, credible climate targets, and increased public-health regulation and enforcement by stakeholders are required (Christensen et al., 2021; Stevenson & Cole, 2021).
In the end, the substantive-symbolic gap is determined by governance and regulation, by the influence of stakeholders and by incentives and expectations of institutions. When there is alignment with the conditions, there is potential for true transformation in UK food retail. Future steps will require less language about sustainability and more circumstances under which measurable, independently verified, stakeholder-relevant outcomes are inevitable, so as to gain stakeholder accountability and trust. The idea of sustainability needs to be truly an integral part of the value creation process of stakeholders and society.
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