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[bookmark: _Toc225803588]Abstract
The issue of employee retention in the UK large-format retail sector has become a significant operational and strategic concern, as employee turnover has steadily increased by a significant margin each year compared to similar service sectors. Although previous studies have examined the retention process in terms of pay structure, job satisfaction and organisational commitment, the contribution of managerial communication style as a direct antecedent of frontline employees' retention intentions has not been well studied. This paper shall explore the perceptions and experiences of frontline workers in UK supermarkets and department stores, in this case Tesco, Sainsbury, Marks and Spencer and John Lewis, about the communication behaviours of their line managers, and how these experiences influence their intentions to stay with or quit their organisations. Based on the interpretivist paradigm and qualitative methodology, the proposed study will use 8 to 10 semi-structured interviews of purposefully selected frontline and supervisory workers. The reflexive framework of thematic analysis by Braun and Clarke (2006; 2019) will be used to analyse the data. It is expected that the findings will yield new conceptual insights into the communication-retention relationship, providing empirically sound information to retail managers and HR practitioners seeking to mitigate voluntary turnover through communication-driven interventions.
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[bookmark: _Toc225803589]Section 1: Introduction
[bookmark: _Toc225803590]1.1 Contextual Background
The United Kingdom retail industry is among the largest employers in the country's private sector, with about 2.9 million employees, and has been the base of the region's large economy. In this industry, big box retailers, such as supermarket chains, such as Tesco and Sainsbury, and department store operators, such as John Lewis and Marks and Spencer, have complex frontline workforce typified by shift work patterns, intense customer contact and heavy reliance on line management to maintain daily operations. Despite this structural significance, the industry is still bound to record one of the highest levels of voluntary turnover, e.g., "Backman, Nilsson and Öner (2024) further confirm that retail careers are characterised by high outflows and short tenure cycles, contributing structurally to the sector's turnover challenge. According to Whitfield (2025), the average annual employee turnover in the UK retail sector exceeds 35%, which is significantly higher than in other sectors. CIPD (2025) also lists retail and hospitality among the industries most acutely affected by recruitment challenges and retention pressures, an effect compounded by the post-pandemic labour market.
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Figure 1: Inverted Pyramid illustrating the narrowing of research focus from macro-sector to specific phenomenon (Self-made).
The managerial issues arising from high turnover are well established in the management literature. According to Balivada et al. (2025), replacement costs in retail may be several thousand pounds per employee when recruitment and induction costs, as well as productivity loss, are factored in. However, interpersonal and communicative processes that motivate individual employees to leave, especially how line managers interact with them daily, are relatively underexplored in large-format UK retail settings. 
[bookmark: _Toc225803591]1.2 Statement of the Research Problem
The current research on employee retention has mainly focused on structural factors, including pay, job design, organisational commitment, and career development opportunities. Although such contributions are important, they tend to give greater priority to organisational-level descriptions at the expense of the interpersonal and experiential aspects of the manager-employee relationship. In particular, the line manager communication style, involving supportive or directive, transparent or opaque, transformational or transactional vision and expectation, has received inadequate systematic comprehension as a foreteller of retention aversions in frontline retail environments. According to Silva, Velez, and Borrego (2024a), perceived leadership effectiveness and communication quality are significant mediators of turnover intention. However, they had studied remotely, which does not apply to the physically co-present, shift-based dynamics of large-format retail. Such a lack of context and concept is a significant gap that can be addressed.
[bookmark: _Toc225803592]1.3 Significance of the Research
This research is important on two levels. Theory-wise, it will expand the Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory and Communication Theory application to an underrepresented situation in the retail workforce, yielding qualitative insights to the mass of quantitative research in the literature. In practice, the results will provide evidence-based advice to frontline retail managers, HR specialists, and learning and development teams in organisations such as Tesco and John Lewis on how to strategically use communication styles to minimise voluntary attrition. Tesco (2024) alone has more than 330,000 colleagues in the UK, indicating that even small gains in retention from the communication practice would have significant organisational and economic potential.
[bookmark: _Toc225803593]1.4 Definition of Key Terms
Three fundamental concepts require clear definition. To begin with, it is a managerial communication style through which a line manager transmits information, expectations, feedback, and support to direct reports in a patterned, intentional, or habitual manner, including verbal and non-verbal communication modes (de Vries, Bakker-Pieper, and Oostenveld, 2010). Second, employee retention intention describes the cognitive and affective desire in an individual to become and stay in his/her present organisation, and it is located on a scale between high and active withdrawal considerations (Yucel, 2012). Third, frontline employees are those who engage directly with customers and have line managers as their direct supervisors, such as sales assistants, cashiers, team leaders, and department supervisors in large-format retail settings.
[bookmark: _Toc225803594]1.5 Research Aim
This research aims to critically investigate frontline employees' perceptions and experiences of management communication styles in the UK large-format retail sector and to explore how these perceptions influence their intentions to stay with or quit the organisation they currently work for.
[bookmark: _Toc225803595]1.6 Research Objectives
1. To investigate the variation of managerial communication styles experienced by frontline retail staff in their day to day interactions with line managers.
2. To examine frontline employees' perception and meaning of the communication behaviour of their managers as far as their sense of belonging and commitment to the organisation is concerned.
3. To investigate the degree to which employee voice, psychological safety, and post-pandemic expectations of the workforce are mediators to help clarify the relationship between the communication style and retention intentions.
4. To assess the role that gender, diversity, and role hierarchy have on the way in which communication patterns are perceived and reacted to by frontline retail staff members.
[bookmark: _Toc225803596]1.7 Research Questions
RQ1: What communication styles do frontline employees in UK large-format retail describe in their interactions with line managers, and how do they evaluate the effectiveness of these styles?
RQ2: In what ways do employees' lived experiences of managerial communication shape their sense of belonging, organisational commitment, and intentions to remain or leave?
RQ3: How do employee voice, psychological safety, and post-pandemic labour market expectations interact with communication style to influence frontline retention intentions?
RQ4: To what degree do gender, diversity characteristics, and positional hierarchy shape the way in which managerial communication is experienced and its influence on retention intentions?


[bookmark: _Toc225803597]Section 2: Literature Review
[bookmark: _Toc225803598]2.1 Theoretical and Conceptual Foundations
The conceptual framework of the proposed research is based on three interrelated frameworks, which are Leader-Member Exchange (LMX) theory, transformational and transactional leadership theory, and Communication Theory developed by de Vries, Bakker-Pieper and Oostenveld (2010). LMX theory posits that valuable work outcomes, such as job satisfaction, commitment, and turnover intention, depend on the quality of the dyadic relationship between a leader and an individual subordinate. LMX was developed by Dansereau et al. (1975), and this concept has been widely used to describe the causes of differences in employee perceptions of the working environment, even when they report to the same formal manager. More importantly, communication is not just a characteristic of excellent LMX relationships, but it is also arguably their medium of constitution. A qualitative study of employees in a variety of industries conducted by Hossain et al. (2024) revealed that the perceptions of employees of the directness and responsiveness of their management in communication patterns were some of the most significant predictors of their declared intention to stay with their organisation, which is in line with the assumptions of LMX theory that relational quality rather than structural position is the predictor of retention.
The original career theories and transformational and transactional leadership, as developed by Bass and Riggio (2006), provide a complementary analysis. Visions characterise the leadership styles of transformational and transactional leaders, a way of speaking that inspires and motivates, and, through performance-based rewards and corrective feedback, respectively. In a meta-analytic review of 84 studies, Abbas and Ali (2023) found that transformational leadership was more likely to predict positive employee performance, including commitment and lower turnover intention, than transactional leadership. Njaramba (2024) introduces an additional crisis-context layer and concludes that transformational leaders relying on the psychological capital retain employee commitment in situations of operational stress better. This trend is supported by a recent bibliometric review study by Essilfie et al. (2026) that mapped the prevalence of transformational leadership in positive outcome scholarship in the last 20 years. The authors, however, caution that the advantage may be diminished in high-complexity operations, where pressure is high, e.g., on a supermarket shop floor during peak trading hours, where operationally imperative communication in the form of directives may be necessary.
Operationalised by de Vries, Bakker-Pieper and Oostenveld (2010), the Communication Theory establishes that managerial communication is predictive of leadership outcomes that broader leadership measures cannot explain, and that it can be decomposed into specific dimensions of expressiveness, preciseness, and supportiveness. This framework permits finer-grained analysis of the meanings employees attach to managerial communication, moving beyond binary evaluations of good or bad management. The same point is raised by Dasgupta, Suar and Singh (2014), who state that the managerial communication practices have an impact on employee attitudes and behaviours in a multidimensional manner, thus implying that, in any research done on retention.
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Figure 2: Proposed theoretical Framework illustrating the relationship between managerial communication style and retention intentions, mediated by contextual and individual factors. (Self-made).
[bookmark: _Toc225803599]2.2 Managerial Communication, Supervisor Support, and Retention Intentions
Strong empirical research has found links between managerial communication behaviours and employee retention outcomes across different organisational contexts. Iddrisu (2025) further establishes that communication sits centrally within the organisational culture–trust nexus, mediating the relationship between leadership behaviour and employee relational outcomes. Though these findings are not homogeneous or free of methodological constraints. Kim and Uysal (2025) show that supervisors' transparency plays an important role in fostering workplace community, thereby positively affecting employees' loyalty and reducing intentions to leave the job. Expanding on this, Walter (2024) provides evidence from a Tunisian context that transparent communication increases employee trust in management, a finding likely to apply in Western retail settings but whose cross-cultural applicability should be viewed with caution due to vast differences in labour market conditions and employment culture.
Lee et al. (2022) examine the connection between supervisor support and turnover by outlining that role perception and emotional exhaustion partly mediate the connection between supervisor support and turnover intention among real estate brokers - an occupational setting that can be compared to frontline retail customers in multiple aspects of target-based performance pressure and customers dealing with emotional demands. Lourenco and Rodrigues (2025) generalise this reasoning to the onboarding stage, showing that the quality of supervisor communication early on determines the quality of workplace attachment, which is strongly predictive of retention in the medium term. Siddique et al. (2025) refine this research question by demonstrating that technostress and turnover intention are mediated by perceived supervisor support at work in a nursing context, indicating that supportive communication serves as a psychological buffer against work stressors.
One of the major arguments in this literature is whether the quality of communication content, i.e., what is said, or the style and interpersonal manner, i.e., how it is said, has the most significant effect on retention intentions. The primacy of style is one of the arguments Shafique et al. (2017) present, and the researchers claim that managers who expressed themselves in a consistent, respectful, and responsive manner generated much lower intention-to-leave scores, irrespective of how informative the communications were. On the contrary, Vercic and Men (2023) point out that the content of internal communication, especially the openness regarding organisational course and individual performance expectations, is the most important factor in engaging and, consequently, in retention intention. 
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Table 1: Competing scholarly positions on the primary mechanism linking managerial communication and employee retention intentions
The employee voice, which is the willingness and capacity of employees to speak out with ideas, concerns, and information, has become a key mediating construct in the communication-retention relationship. Badru et al. (2024) found that trust and voice behaviour are supported by high-performance work systems and a stewardship climate, and that supervisor trust is the key enabling condition. Chauhan et al. (2026) build on this by connecting psychological safety, obligation, and self-efficacy to purposeful employee voice, stating that employees who perceive themselves as safe to speak up to their supervisors are more likely to stay engaged and less likely to leave. The psychological ownership which has been established in the environment where active promotion of employee voice is practised is also associated by Almadah (2025) with the performance in the workplace and lower turnover. This is also supported by Osta (2025) who discovered that the level of employee engagement substantially mediates the association between managerial climate and turnover intentions despite the resource limited SME setting. All these results suggest that retail communication is more than top-down but a relationship communication where the behaviour of the manager helps or hinders the agency of employees and that the implications are significant in employee retention. Basing his argument on the Social Exchange Theory, Husssain et al. (2025) add that manager-led training-related communication is an indicator of organisational investment and has a direct negative impact on turnover intentions.
[bookmark: _Toc225803600]2.3 Leadership Style and Frontline Retail Workforce Dynamics
The frontline retail workforce dynamics present particular contextual variables that make extrapolating the findings to other contexts more difficult. The high operational rates, seasonal workload changes, and the presence of part-time and zero-hours contracts create working conditions in which employees' relationships with their immediate line managers take on special significance as sources of psychological support and role definition. According to Iful Novianto, Rizqiawan, and Indrawati (2023), the main concepts of the Indonesian shopping centre industry, especially effective employee retention strategies, are based on the quality of interpersonal relationships between employees and supervisors, and communication quality takes first place in respondents' narratives. Similarly, Huyen (2020) found in a Vietnamese retail context that relational quality with supervisors, particularly communicative responsiveness, emerged as the most cited driver of high-performer retention. 
Studies that are particular to UK retail situation are few but insightful. Harris (2024) refers to communication as the key component of effective HR retention in the UK retail setting. He claims that employees who regularly receive honest, sufficient, developmentally focused feedback from line managers will exhibit lower turnover propensity. Whitfield (2024) also points out the quality of managerial relationships as a tool for retention in the retail sector in the United Kingdom. However, these practitioner-based sources are not as theoretical or methodologically rigorous as a scholarly publication.
The post-pandemic changes in the labour market have also complicated the situation with retention in retail. Alijanzadeh et al. (2026) found that employees' attitudes towards their organisation are largely defined by job stress and work engagement, which in turn are shaped by organisational social capital, a construct substantially shaped by managerial communication practices. Michalkiewicz (2025) suggests that perceived organisational disregard and line manager communication breach are among the key factors that lead to the so-called quiet quitting, where employees make nominal contributions to the organisation, but they do not put in discretionate effort. 
[bookmark: _Toc225803601]2.4 Gender, Diversity, and the Communicative Dynamics of Retention
Convergence of communication style with gender and diversity is one of the dimensions of the communication-retention relation that has received insufficient scholarly attention. Lee, Tao, Li and Yoon (2025) define strategic internal communication as encouraging employee engagement with organisational diversity, implying that managerial communication on inclusion and belonging is directly associated with the workplace affiliation of diverse employees. Presbitero, Fujimoto, and Lim (2025) found that multicultural workgroup engagement and retention increase with the application of supervisory cultural intelligence, which denotes the skill of communicating effectively across cultures.
Nevertheless, research examining whether male and female line managers use systematically different communication styles in the retail context, as well as whether the gender of frontline employees influences how they perceive and respond to directive versus supportive communication, appears to be considerably lacking. Alshammari and Yambao (2025) observe that the effects of leadership styles on employee motivation and retention differ across demographic subgroups, and their analysis lacks sufficient granularity in communication-specific effects. This gap underscores the importance of a qualitative approach to the proposed research, as semi-structured interviews will help participants unravel the subtle, lived aspects of communicative experience that quantitative measures are poorly placed to detect.
[bookmark: _Toc225803602]2.5 Identification of the Research Gap
Although the research includes a considerable number of studies on leadership style, the supervisor-employee relationship, and employee retention, there is a significant gap in the literature regarding how frontline employees in UK large-format retail specifically experience and comprehend their line managers' communication styles, and how these experiences influence their retention intentions. In particular, the lack of a qualitative, experience-based investigation of the relationship between communication and retention in the environments of UK supermarkets and department stores, especially in the post-pandemic context and considering voice, psychological safety, and diversity, constitutes a clear indication of the possibility of novel scholarly input. While quantitative and machine-learning approaches (Fukui and Wu, 2026) can identify statistical patterns, they cannot capture the subjective communicative experiences that shape individual retention decisions.

[bookmark: _Toc225803603]Section 3: Research Methodology
[bookmark: _Toc225803604]3.1 Research Philosophy
In this paper, an interpretivist research philosophy will be used. Interpretivism believes that the social reality is not a verifiable phenomenon, nor is it objective, but constructed through the meanings, interpretations and lived experiences of the people who live in it (Creswell and Poth, 2018). The philosophical direction is suitable to the purposeful intention of the proposed study since the main area of research interest how employees experience and interpret managerial communication and what this implies about their intentions to remain or quit is irreducibly subjective in nature. Retention intention is not a discrete, measurable incident; rather it is a cognitive, affective state that is constantly influenced by inter personal experiences, social comparisons and personal attributions of meanings. Such qualities cannot be satisfactorily described by the measurement tools and statistical methods associated with a positivist paradigm. While positivism could have supported quantifiable, generalisable findings, its reliance on operationalised constructs would reduce the complexity of communicative experience to numerical measures, which is incompatible with the study's interpretivist aims (Asmawi and Alam, 2024; Pretorius, 2024a).
[bookmark: _Toc225803605]3.2 Research Approach
The research will use inductive research methodology. Inductive thinking starts with certain observations, i.e. in the case at hand, the interview testimonies of the employees regarding their experience of managerial communication, and leads to generalized patterns, themes and theoretical information (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). This line of investigation is suitable because the proposed research is not aimed at testing set hypotheses based on existing theory but at the creation of new knowledge about a phenomenon which the existing theory is not exhaustive explaining in its particular retail environment. A more abductive method of going back and forth between data and theory will be used in the analytical stage to enable the existing concepts of LMX and Communication Theory to shape (not limit) the theme formulations.
[bookmark: _Toc225803606]3.3 Research Strategy and Methodological Choice
The qualitative approach will be used, with a multi-site case study design, involving four large UK retailers: Tesco, Sainsbury, Marks and Spencer, and John Lewis. Qualitative methodology would best suit the research purpose, which focuses on the meaning, experience, and social process of the research rather than quantifying the relationship between variables (Patton, 2014). The most important data collection tool is the semi-structured interview. It is a structured thematic exploration format that maintains enough flexibility to allow participants to bring their perspectives, experiences, and conceptual links to the researcher, which the researcher may not have predicted - an aspect that is especially valuable because of the exploratory nature of this inquiry (Delios et al., 2023). The multi-site design is selected because it allows cross-organisational comparison, enabling the researcher to identify both similar patterns and contextual differences in the experience of communication styles across various retail formats and corporate cultures. A mixed-methods design was considered but rejected, as quantitative pre-interview instruments would introduce positivist assumptions incompatible with interpretivist philosophy and create unnecessary ethical approval and recruitment delays (Sanchez et al., 2023). 
[bookmark: _Toc225803607]3.4 Critical Evaluation of the Methodology
There are certain advantages of the qualitative approach. It allows for the contextualised, nuanced description of the experience of communication in a given situation, and for the exploration of the contradiction and ambivalence in the narratives of individual participants. It is sensitive to situational and demographic context, which can be lost in quantitative tools. The interpretivist orientation, too, does not feature the problematic assumption that the retention intention may be satisfactorily operationalised as a determinate psychological construct that is not dependent upon the relational and communicative conditions that bring it into being.
The strategy does not lack shortcomings. Tourish (2019) provides a broader critique of management research orthodoxies, cautioning that overreliance on self-report data and construct operationalisation risks distorting organisational realities, a limitation this study addresses through reflexive thematic analysis. The results of qualitative research cannot be statistically applied into the broader UK population of retailers and the interpretative prism of the researcher, regardless of how well he or she manages it, is bound to influence the interpretation of data and the thematicisation of data. The limited sample size may lead to underrepresentation of minority experiences. Moore, Aguinis and Darden (2026) observe that saturation is a controversial and situation-specific notion in qualitative research, and that it is necessary to describe the manner in which saturation is determined to be credible. The following constraints will be treated by means of reflexive practice, thick description and member checking procedures, which will be discussed in Section 3.8.
[bookmark: _Toc225803608]3.5 Data Collection Methods
Primary data will be gathered through 8 to 10 semi-structured interviews, each estimated to take 45 to 60 minutes. The interviews will be conducted via Microsoft Teams or Zoom to enable access to interviewees at geographically distributed retail locations, without requiring travel to the interviewee, and to avoid transportation expenses and logistical issues. Each participant will be audio-recorded with his or her explicit written consent, and verbatim transcription will be completed within 48 hours of each interview to capture context and reduce recall decline.
The interview guide will be designed to cover four thematic areas which have been directly based on the research questions: (i) descriptive accounts given by the participants on the experience of their line manager regarding communication behaviours; (ii) how the participants interpret and respond to the experience with the communication behaviours; (iii) the perceived association between the communication experience and their organisational commitment and their intention to stay; and (iv) how the application of the demographic and contextual variables of the underlying research questions namely: gender, cultural background and post-pandemic working conditions affect how the participants experience communication. The complete set of interview guide questions is provided in Appendix A.
Secondary data will include peer-reviewed journal articles, CIPD labour market reports, retail industry data, and organisational sustainability reports, such as Tesco (2024), to contextualise primary findings within the broader sectoral and labour market context. Throughout the analytical process, secondary sources will be critically appraised on the basis of recency, credibility and relevance.
[bookmark: _Toc225803609]3.6 Sampling Strategy and Target Population
The target audience will include frontline personnel, including a sales assistant, cashier, and a team leader, who is already working in a large-format retail store within the UK operated by either Tesco, Sainsbury, Marks and Spencer, or John Lewis and has at least three months of continuous employment in his/her present position with direct contact to an identified line manager. The purposive sampling technique will be employed, whereby the subjects will be chosen according to characteristics that make them informative on the research questions (Creswell and Poth, 2018). This is a standard sampling technique, and it can be used in qualitative and interpretivist research in which statistical representation is not the goal, but theoretical insights.
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Table 2: Inclusion and exclusion criteria for participant selection
The sample size of 8 to 10 participants is explained by the fact that theoretical saturation occurs when interviews no longer yield new codes or themes (Moore, Aguinis, and Darden, 2026). Braun and Clarke (2022) explicitly warn that saturation should not be viewed as a quantitative goal, but rather as a reflexive judgement of whether the analytical potential of a dataset is rendered adequately. 
[bookmark: _Toc225803610]3.7 Data Analysis: Reflexive Thematic Analysis
Braun and Clarke's (2006; 2019) framework of reflexive thematic analysis (RTA) will be used to analyse the data, as it is the most suitable and validated approach for interpreting this kind of interpretivist qualitative data. In contrast to earlier forms of thematic analysis, which viewed themes as patterns outside the data, RTA anticipates the active role of the researcher in constructing themes as meaningful patterns grounded in theory across the data set (Morriss, 2024). 
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Figure 3: Reflexive Thematic Analysis six-phase process flow. (Braun and Clarke, 2006; 2022)
There will be six steps in the analytical process, as described by Braun and Clarke (2022) and applied by Byrne (2021). During Phase 1, the researcher will read and reread the transcripts and take preliminary notes on recurring themes, emotional tones, and contradictions that emerge. Phase 2 entails systematic production of first codes - brief, data near terms used on the significant units of text. Phase 3 entails coding related codes into candidate themes and paying specific attention to theoretical relevance. Phase 4 involves evaluating candidate themes across the entire dataset to measure their intra- and intercultural coherence and uniqueness. Phase 5 is defining the main organising idea behind each theme and giving it a name, which both covers the analytical breadth and makes it appealing to the participants' own language. Phase 6 generates the written analysis, in which themes are further developed with data extracts to support them, then interpreted within the conceptual framework, and finally related to the scholarly literature.
These will be analysed using an abductive logic of analysis, which will enable the application of established theoretical constructs, such as LMX quality, transformational communication, and employee voice, to sensitise the coding process but not to determine the findings. This method is suggested by Ahmed et al. (2025) as a way to ensure the theoretical basis required for rigorous analysis while maintaining the flexibility to accommodate emergent observations, a peculiar advantage of qualitative research. Among other things, Nvivo software will facilitate the management and systematic retrieval of coded data.
[bookmark: _Toc225803611]3.8 Ethical Considerations
The study will involve human participants and will be designed and executed in accordance with the Code of Human Research Ethics of the British Psychological Society (BPS), the UK General Data Protection Regulation (UK GDPR), and other provisions of the Equality Act 2010. The university's ethics will also be sought prior to data collection.
All the participants will be informed and will consent to be interviewed. Each participant will be provided with a Participant Information Sheet (PIS) that will contain details on the purpose of the study, what will be involved, the expected time commitment, and how their information will be used, stored, and destroyed. The PIS will explain that participation will be voluntary and that he/she may drop out at any time without reprimand. The consent will be signed or verified electronically, prior to the interview. Participants will be reminded of their right to withdraw at the start of each session.
Participants in the interview will not be anonymous, as they will need to be identified by the researcher during data collection. All respondents will be referred to by pseudonyms (e.g., Participant A, Participant B) in all outputs of the research and any other details (e.g., the names of particular stores, titles of occupation, references to other employees) will be eliminated or condensed in transcripts and the final report. The information will be kept in encrypted files, protected by a password known only to the researcher, and stored in accordance with the 5-year institutional policy, then safely destroyed.
Only the minimum personal data necessary for the study will be collected, processed with informed consent, and protected in accordance with the UK GDPR. The Equality Act 2010 will inform the study's commitment to non-discriminatory recruitment of participants, with inclusion criteria based solely on the role and experience-related factors, and positive efforts will be made to create diversity among the sample in terms of gender, age, and ethnicity. Researcher safety protocols will follow institutional guidelines, with all interviews conducted via Teams or Zoom and communications through the university email account.
[bookmark: _Toc225803612]3.9 Researcher Reflexivity and Positionality
The researcher has both strengths and potential weaknesses as an outsider researcher, as he or she lacks prior employment experience in the UK retail sector. The outsider stance minimises the likelihood of personal and organisational experience-based assumptions. It may push participants to provide more comprehensive explanatory descriptions, since they do not have to assume shared contextual knowledge. According to Willis and Harvey (2025), reflexive positionality statements are not only procedural; they are also epistemologically constitutive of interpretivist inquiry and determine the conditions of knowledge production during the research process. During data collection and analysis, the researcher will keep a reflexive journal to record how preconceived notions, theoretical commitments, and interpersonal dynamics in interviews may influence interpretive judgements. The journal will be used in this analysis to make it transparent and credible.
The researcher's gender, cultural background, and study of organisational behaviour may also influence participants' reception and interpretation of the accounts. These influences will be explicitly identified and monitored rather than viewed as factors contributing to distortion that should be eliminated, which aligns with Pretorius's (2024a) perspective that reflexivity is not the answer to researcher subjectivity but rather an ethical approach to addressing it. Member-checking, i.e., the ability to provide partial thematic summaries to two or three participants and have them review them, will also enhance the credibility and trustworthiness of the analysis.

[bookmark: _Toc225803613]Section 4: Outcomes and Timetable
[bookmark: _Toc225803614]4.1 Anticipated Outcomes and Research Contribution
This study will have several academic and practical consequences. Hypothetically, it will produce the first qualitative, experience-based report on frontline employees' perceived and responded-to responses to managerial communication style in the context of a few large-format retail organisations in the UK, applying the LMX theory and the Communication Theory to a previously under-researched sectoral and geographic context. The results will provide empirical support for the discussion of quiet quitting, employee voice, and psychological safety. They will provide retail HR practitioners with evidence-based models for communication-based retention interventions. Using the Social Exchange Theory lens, Joshi et al. (2025) point out that the retention decisions of employees are heavily influenced by their sense of reciprocity and relational investment by their employers; the paper will focus on the mediating role of managerial communication in the perception of reciprocity and relational investment among the employees working in UK retail. The foundational articulation of this theory (Cropanzano and Mitchell, 2005) establishes reciprocity norms as central to employment relationships, underpinning the communication-retention dynamic explored in this study. Alongside Cropanzano and Mitchell (2005) and Joshi et al. (2025), Rajâa and Mekkaoui (2025) further demonstrate that Social Exchange Theory-based HR practices generate measurable financial performance gains, strengthening the business case for communication-driven retention interventions. 
[bookmark: _Toc225803615]4.2 Research Timetable
The proposed timeline to complete the entire research project within 12 months is presented in the following Gantt chart, starting in May 2026, after the final submission of this proposal.

	Research Phase
	May
	Jun
	Jul
	Aug
	Sep
	Oct
	Nov
	Dec

	Ethics Application and Approval
	✓
	✓
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature Review (Finalisation)
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	
	
	

	Participant Recruitment
	
	✓
	✓
	
	
	
	
	

	Data Collection (Interviews)
	
	
	✓
	✓
	✓
	
	
	

	Transcription and Data Management
	
	
	
	✓
	✓
	
	
	

	Thematic Analysis
	
	
	
	
	✓
	✓
	
	

	Member-Checking and Refinement
	
	
	
	
	
	✓
	
	

	Write-Up and Final Dissertation Draft
	
	
	
	
	
	✓
	✓
	

	Submission and Review
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	✓


Table 3: Proposed Research Timetable (Gantt Chart) — May to December 2026
[bookmark: _Toc225803616]4.3 Resources and Feasibility
Feasibility is a major limitation of the study. Semi-structured interviews via Zoom or Teams do not incur any travel costs. It reduces the time challenges participants would encounter when scheduling because retail locations are distributed across various geographic areas. NVivo software, which is essential for handling qualitative data, is also accessible with the University student licence. The respondents will be recruited via professional networking platforms, e.g., LinkedIn, and through direct personal contacts with the HR departments of the four targeted retailers, who will be asked to send the participant information flyer to the respective eligible employees. As Mathew and Student (2025) assert, organisational gatekeepers can facilitate better access by frontline retail employees to research than through solicitation. The researcher acknowledges that not every organisation is accessible, and the study will proceed with a minimum of 2 organisations and 8 participants if access problems arise.
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The following guide will serve as a flexible framework for structuring interview conversations. Questions will be adapted as necessary to reflect participant responses, and probes will be used to elicit elaboration where relevant. The guide is organised around the four research questions identified in Section 1.7.
	Theme
	Sample Interview Questions

	Opening / Rapport
	Could you describe your current role and how long you have been working in this organisation? What does a typical working day look like for you?

	RQ1: Communication Style
	How would you describe the way your line manager typically communicates with you and your colleagues? Can you give me an example of a situation where your manager communicated particularly well — or poorly — with you? Do you feel you understand what is expected of you in your role? How does your manager convey those expectations?

	RQ2: Retention Intentions
	How does the way your manager communicates with you affect how you feel about working here? Has there been a time when your manager's communication made you more — or less — likely to want to stay in this job? How would you describe your sense of belonging or connection to this workplace?

	RQ3: Voice, Safety, Post-Pandemic Context
	Do you feel comfortable raising concerns or ideas with your manager? What makes it easier or harder to speak up? Has the way your manager communicates with you changed since the pandemic? In what ways? Do you feel your manager understands the pressures of working in retail today?

	RQ4: Gender, Diversity, Hierarchy
	Do you feel your manager communicates differently with different members of the team? In what ways? Have you noticed any differences in how managers communicate with employees of different genders, backgrounds, or seniority levels? How does your own background or identity shape the way you experience your manager's communication?

	Closing
	Is there anything else about your manager's communication or your experience in this workplace that you feel is important and that we have not yet discussed?


Table A1: Semi-Structured Interview Guide - Aligned to Research Questions
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Figure B1: Annotated Research Onion illustrating the methodological architecture of the proposed study self-designed adapted from (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019)
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