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SGF Study Tour 2016 
 

A Competitive Market – What We Can Learn From The Discounters? 

 
 

Competition is a fact of life for convenience store retailers. We know it’s a big issue for our members and 

we know we have to do something about it. In March 2015 we organised a conference in Stirling to look at 

how retailers have responded to competition; retailers heard directly from other retailers about the impact 

a big supermarket has when it lands on your doorstep. We learned about the steps retailers have taken to 

win back lost business and make sure their stores are giving customers what they want. 

  

With the aggressive expansion of the discounters competition has moved into a new phase. We wanted to 

build on the March event by focusing this year’s study tour on the big discounters, the impact they have on 

a town and to see what we can learn from them. We identified Musselburgh on the eastern side of 

Edinburgh as being a town with an identifiable cluster of discounters, including those which are now 

rapidly expanding their grocery offering. We wanted to know why they are succeeding, what are they 

doing well, what are they doing badly, what can we learn from them? 

  

We asked participants to rate each store visited against key categories including customer service. These 

returns have been analysed with invaluable help from the University of Stirling. This short paper outlines 

the findings and gives a unique insight into the realities of competition from the main discounters. 

 

Pete Cheema, Chief Executive, SGF 
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For each of the six retailers visited in Musselburgh, delegates were asked to score the stores on various 

retail operational dimensions and to come up with words that reflected the best, the poorest and the most 

surprising things they saw in each retailer. For each store, the scoring has been reported as averages on 

spider diagrams. The words have been turned into word clouds, with the largest words reflecting the most 

common phrases by the delegates for each store.  

 

We also had a group discussion on the day and key themes that emerged were that: 

• Aldi and Lidl were good quality, highly impressive stores which had a clear strategic focus and good 

operating standards. Their ‘Scottishness’ shone through, which came as a surprise to many; 

• Poundland likewise had a clear focus, was well managed and run and did exactly what it said it did. 

The online entry of recent weeks was a talking point, but without any conclusions this early; 

• B&M and Poundstretcher were disappointments in many ways. Perhaps not the best examples of 

these businesses, they failed to convince the delegates, though the Post Office in Poundstretcher 

was much debated; 

• Iceland split the delegates to an extent, with many sensing a lack of coherence and focus, but 

others liking the range and standards. 

The purpose of the day was to see what the competition at the discounter end of the market was up to, 

and to see if any lessons could be identified and learned for local and smaller grocers. For some, this was 

the first time they had been ‘up close and personal’ with the likes of Aldi and Lidl and the quality, focus and 

standards came as a surprise. For others the message was about understanding the consumer from their 

point of view and not making assumptions about what consumers want and what works. Consumers have 

been increasingly interested in, and frequenting, discounters (both food and mainly non-food, though all 

these retailers had some convenience items) and they are clearly having an impact in the sector, and not 

only at the multiple end of the market. You can make your own minds up about whether your 

preconceptions of these retailers matched those on our study tour and what we saw in Musselburgh. 

Leigh Sparks, Professor of Retail Studies, University of Stirling (www.stirlingretail.com) 

 

Study Tour Sponsor:  
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ALDI 
 

            
 

BEST WORST SURPRISING 
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B&M STORES 
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