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Research Methods for Business
Business Research proposal
Waitrose Supermarket United Kingdom
Waitrose is a one of the UK based Supermarket, established by three men who were Wallace Wyndham Waite, Arthur Rose and David Taylor. These three men joined hands together to start this business as a small grocery shop in west London in 1904. Waitrose a British chain of supermarkets, a part of an employee-owned business John Lewis Partnership. The parent company, having bought Waitrose Limited in1930 (John Lewis Partnership, 2017) defines itself by having strong values that point the company’s way since 19th century. John Lewis Partnership places great emphasis on employee satisfaction and community wellbeing (Sow,2017). The Detailed and extensive Corporate Social Responsibility section on John Lewis Partnership’s website suggests that CSR is a tool that the company uses for brand identity construction and communication of their values with their customer base. John Lewis Partnership has set their prime responsibilities as investing in communities they operate in and assisting them in tackling problems that affect them (Sow2017). In alignment with that, we suggest Waitrose takes the combat against food waste onto another level and publicizes it. 

‘According to Sow 2017, he mentioned our success relies on whatever or not the communities in which we operate continue to thrive. By investing in our local communities, we are helping them tackle the issues that affect them, our Partners and our customers’. 

Waitrose conceptualized an umbrella term ‘Waitrose Way’ relating to the unique aspects characterizing their practices. Under this term, there are 5 points praising Waitrose on:
· Waitrose focus on British produce
· Significant considerations for the environment in their operations (fishing responsibly, cutting energy and shrinking waste).
· Fair treatment of people (charitable activity)
· Propagating healthy eating habits.
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(https://waitrosedigitalway.wordpress.com/wp-content/uploads/2018/03/waitrose-way.png)

Identification of a Business Problem at Waitrose
A significant business problem facing Waitrose is its declining market share and reduced customer footfall, a trend that has become increasingly visible within the highly competitive UK grocery sector. This issue reflects deeper structural and strategic challenges within both Waitrose and its parent organisation, the John Lewis Partnership (JLP).
Waitrose operates as a premium supermarket, historically differentiated by high‑quality products, ethical sourcing, and superior customer service. However, this positioning has become more difficult to sustain in an environment characterised by economic uncertainty and heightened price sensitivity. The UK’s cost‑of‑living crisis has accelerated a shift in consumer behaviour, with many households trading down to lower‑priced retailers such as Aldi and Lidl. These discounters have expanded rapidly, offering competitive quality at significantly lower prices, thereby eroding Waitrose’s traditional customer base.
Impact of declined market share and footfall at Waitrose
The decline in market share and footfall at Waitrose can be explained through established theories of retail competition and consumer behaviour. Waitrose’s premium positioning has become increasingly vulnerable as discount retailers such as Aldi and Lidl have expanded rapidly, offering comparable quality at significantly lower prices. This reflects Porter’s (1980) argument that cost‑leadership competitors can erode the market share of differentiated firms when consumer price sensitivity increases. Research on UK grocery retail similarly demonstrates that discounters have reshaped value perceptions and diverted customers from traditional premium supermarkets (Burt and Sparks, 2020).
Footfall decline is also closely linked to structural changes in shopping behaviour. The growth of online grocery channels has reduced physical store visits across the sector, consistent with findings that digital convenience increasingly substitutes for in‑store experiences (Hagberg, Sundström and Egels‑Zandén, 2016). Waitrose, which historically relied on experiential in‑store differentiation, has been disproportionately affected by this shift. Furthermore, rising living costs have intensified consumer price consciousness, further disadvantaging premium retailers (IGD, 2023).
Collectively, these dynamics illustrate how competitive pressures, economic conditions, and digital transformation have contributed to Waitrose’s declining footfall and market share, reinforcing established retail strategy frameworks.




	ISSUE
	Why it happens
	Impact

	Declining market share
	Discounts, economic pressures
	Loss of customers

	Weaking brand differentiation
	Service decline, unclear positioning
	Reduced loyalty

	Operational constraints
	JLP financial pressures
	Slow innovation

	Online competition
	Loss of Ocado partnership
	Digital disadvantages

	Price sensitivity
	Cost of living crisis
	Customers trade down






















Research aim
To critically investigate the determinants of Waitrose’s recent market decline within the UK grocery sector and to evaluate strategic options for restoring its competitive position and market performance in the context of intensifying price‑based competition and changing consumer behaviour. 
Research objectives
1. Market performance and competitive context to analyse Waitrose’s market performance over the past 5–10 years relative to key competitors (Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Asda, Morrisons, Aldi, Lidl, M&S), focusing on market share, revenue growth and format mix, to situate its decline within wider structural shifts in the UK grocery market. 
2. Customer perceptions and value evaluation to examine current and former Waitrose customers’ perceptions of value for money, quality, service and brand positioning, and to assess how these perceptions influence store choice and switching behaviour in a high‑inflation, price‑sensitive environment. 
3. Strategic and marketing mix assessment to evaluate the effectiveness of Waitrose’s pricing strategy, product assortment (including premium and own‑label tiers), loyalty schemes and marketing communications compared with those of discounter and mainstream competitors. 
4. Internal and operational determinants to identify internal operational factors—such as cost structure, supply‑chain efficiency and in‑store experience—that may be constraining Waitrose’s ability to compete on price and convenience while sustaining a premium brand proposition. 
5. Strategy development to develop evidence‑based strategic recommendations for Waitrose aimed at stabilising or improving market share, enhancing customer loyalty and strengthening its differentiated position within the UK grocery landscape.

 


Research questions (aligned to objectives)
Research Question 1 - (Objective 1 – Market performance): To what extent has Waitrose’s market share and sales performance changed over the past 5–10 years relative to key competitors, and how do these trends reflect broader structural changes in the UK grocery sector (e.g. discounter growth, format shifts, online penetration)? 
Research Question 2 - (Objective 2 – Customer perceptions): How do current and lapsed customers perceive Waitrose in terms of value for money, product quality, service and overall brand experience compared with competing retailers, and how do these perceptions influence their store choice and switching behaviour? 
Research Question 3 - (Objective 5 – Strategic responses): Which strategic initiatives (e.g. repositioning of value tiers, format innovation, partnership or digital strategies) are most likely to enhance Waitrose’s competitiveness, improve customer retention and support sustainable market performance? 


Alignment between aim, objectives, questions and outcomes

	Element
	Content
	Expected outcome

	Aim
	Investigate and evaluate determinants of Waitrose’s market decline and strategic options.
	Integrative understanding of decline and potential recovery pathways

	Research Question 1
	Quantitative analysis of market share and performance vs competitors.
	Empirical evidence of the scale, timing and nature of decline.

	Research Question 2
	Customer perceptions of value, quality, service and brand.
	Insight into demand-side drivers of switching and loyalty.

	Research Question 3
	Manufacture into strategic recommendations
	Coherent, evidence-based proposals for stabilising and improving performance.




	


Critically review relevant academic and industry literature to understand the context and existing solutions.
Academic and industry literature offers a broadly coherent explanation for Waitrose’s declining market share, though several theoretical nuances complicate this account. Porter’s (1980) generic strategies framework remains central to understanding competitive pressures, highlighting how discounters’ cost‑leadership models erode the position of premium retailers during periods of heightened price sensitivity. 
Yet critics argue that Porter underestimates the viability of hybrid strategies (Burt & Sparks, 2020), a limitation particularly relevant to Waitrose’s recent attempts to blend premium differentiation with value‑oriented pricing, loyalty incentives and expanded entry‑level ranges. Retail change scholarship further emphasises sector‑wide structural transformation rather than firm‑specific shortcomings. Hagberg, Sundström and Egels Zandén (2016) show how digitalisation reshapes value creation and reduces physical footfall, though their framework offers limited insight into the erosion of brand equity—an important factor for a brand‑led retailer such as Waitrose. 
Industry analyses reinforce these academic perspectives, documenting sustained market‑share losses as discounters consolidate power in an oligopolistic environment and middle‑income consumers trade down during the cost‑of‑living crisis. The termination of Waitrose’s Ocado partnership in 2020 further weakened its online presence at a critical moment. Overall, the literature suggests that intensified price competition, shifting consumer expectations and weakened differentiation collectively underpin Waitrose’s recent decline, underscoring the need for a more integrated theoretical explanation.







Justification of Research Approach
A mixed‑methods research design is the most appropriate approach for this study because the research problem—explaining Waitrose’s market decline—requires both quantitative measurement of consumer behaviour and qualitative exploration of perceptions, motivations and strategic interpretations. Mixed‑methods designs are widely recommended when a research question involves both behavioural patterns and underlying meanings (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018). Quantitative data alone cannot capture the complexity of value perceptions or brand meaning, while qualitative data alone cannot provide the empirical robustness needed to analyse trends in switching behaviour or price sensitivity. Combining both approaches therefore enhances explanatory depth through methodological triangulation (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010).
Quantitative Method
To measure patterns in customer behaviour, perceived value, loyalty and switching tendencies in a statistically reliable manner.
An online survey will be administered to current and former Waitrose customers. Likert‑scale items will measure constructs such as perceived value (Zeithaml, 1988), service quality (Parasuraman et al., 1988), and brand loyalty (Oliver, 1999). This aligns with established consumer behaviour research linking price sensitivity and loyalty to store choice under economic pressure.
A purposive sampling strategy will target individuals who have shopped at Waitrose within the past 12 months. This ensures relevance to the research aim. A sample of 150–200 respondents is sufficient for descriptive and comparative analysis (Bryman, 2016).
Reliability and Validity
· Use of validated scales enhances construct validity.
· A pilot test will refine question clarity and internal consistency.
· Cronbach’s alpha will assess reliability of multi‑item scales (Nunnally & Bernstein, 1994).
· Triangulation with qualitative findings strengthens overall validity.

Qualitative Method
To explore deeper motivations, perceptions and interpretations that cannot be captured numerically, particularly regarding brand meaning, value trade‑offs and emotional drivers of loyalty.
Structured interviews will be conducted with:
· Waitrose customers (to explore value perceptions and switching decisions)
· Retail experts or former employees (to understand strategic and operational challenges)
Semi‑structured interviews are appropriate when exploring complex, context‑dependent phenomena (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2015).
A purposive and snowball sampling approach will be used to recruit:
· 10–15 customers
· 3–5 industry experts
This ensures diversity of perspectives while remaining manageable for thematic analysis.
Reliability and Validity
· An interview guide ensures consistency across interviews.
· Member checking enhances credibility (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
· Transparent coding procedures strengthen dependability.
Research Ethics
The study will follow standard ethical principles:
· Informed consent and voluntary participation (BERA, 2018).
· Anonymisation of all personal data.
· Secure data storage in compliance with institutional guidelines.
· Avoidance of harm, coercion or disclosure of commercially sensitive information.



A mixed‑methods design is justified because it allows the study to integrate:
· Quantitative evidence of behavioural trends
· Qualitative insight into perceptions, motivations and strategic interpretations
This combination provides a more comprehensive and theoretically grounded explanation of Waitrose’s market decline than either method alone.

Business Relevance and practical Implications.
The proposed research offers significant practical value to Waitrose and the John Lewis Partnership by generating evidence‑based insights into the drivers of declining market performance. By integrating consumer behaviour theory (Zeithaml, 1988), competitive strategy frameworks (Porter, 1980) and organisational capability perspectives (Barney, 1991), the study enables more informed decision‑making regarding pricing architecture, loyalty design, product tiering and digital investment. The mixed‑methods approach provides both quantitative clarity on customer perceptions and qualitative depth on motivations and switching behaviour, supporting strategic choices grounded in empirical evidence rather than managerial intuition (Creswell & Plano Clark, 2018).
The findings are likely to inform several strategic recommendations. Strengthening price perception through clearer value ranges and targeted price investment aligns with guidance that differentiated retailers must protect their price image during downturns (Burt & Sparks, 2020). Re‑emphasising core differentiation—quality, ethics and provenance—supports the Resource‑Based View, which stresses leveraging unique, hard‑to‑imitate capabilities (Barney, 1991). Enhancing digital capability and omnichannel integration reflects multichannel retailing research emphasising convenience and reliability as central to perceived value (Hagberg et al., 2016).
Reflecting on the project, it deepens understanding of applied business research by demonstrating how theoretical frameworks can diagnose real organisational challenges and translate into actionable managerial recommendations, reinforcing the value of rigorous, evidence‑driven analysis.
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