
 

 

Three Year Fully Funded ESRC Collaborative PhD Studentship on ‘Scottish 

convenience store retailing; understanding local impacts and cost drivers to 

enhance performance’ – Now Open for Applications 

The rise of corporate retailers and the restructuring of the retail sector in the UK is a well-known 

story (e.g. Burt, Sparks and Teller 2010, Megicks and Warnaby 2008). This process has been of major 

significance in the food and grocery sector where the increasing concentration of the market has 

seen the development of the “Big 4” (Tesco, Asda, Sainsbury and Morrisons), who have come to 

dominate our food supply system. In recent years this process has begun to be challenged, most 

notably by the rise of the discounters (Aldi and Lidl). 

This rise of the corporate retailer (both the “big 4” and the discounters) has come at the expense of 

smaller multiple chains, but also the independent small store operator, whose market share has 

declined inexorably.  The plight of the small shop has been a recurring theme in the media, the 

literature and in management analyses of the sector and economy (see systematic review in Clarke 

and Banga 2010). It has also featured in government concerns about the impacts of competition and 

various inquiries into the food sector (see Seely 2012). Nonetheless, throughout this period of intense 

competition, there have been successful independent retailers who have been able to compete and 

to prosper, often by stressing their independence and their embeddedness in their location. 

Recently, significant consumer behaviour changes have focused attention back towards smaller 

stores and the concept of convenience has become more widespread. The convenience retailer has 

become a focus for interest and development and national data shows that such retailers have been 

expanding in numbers and impact (ACS 2015, ACS/SGF 2015). Often these convenience operators are 

independents associated with a trade banner (e.g. Spar, Costcutter, Premier), though true 

independents have also been able to find their niche in this changed environment. This nascent 

renaissance of convenience retailing should not be overstated and remains fragile in the face of 

intense competition in the food sector. 

Many of these smaller convenience stores are often under constant threat from competitors, or are 

less resilient (than are multiple retailers) to the demands and costs and other pressures placed on 

their businesses. For some time, many have claimed that local stores provide more benefit to the 

local economy than do similar stores run by a multiple retailer. This is due to the network of the local, 

economy and the ways in which small stores operate their business (e.g. buying locally, employing 

local services, spending locally). However, this has rarely been quantified and certainly has not been 

done with any academic rigour. The full extent of their contribution to the local economy or to a 

place is also often under-estimated or under-valued. Policy makers thus often talk about supporting 



the small shop, but then implement activities that may disadvantage them in relation to larger 

competitors. Often this is due to a lack of understanding of the pressures on such stores and 

businesses and a lack of understanding of how they actually operate and the contribution they 

provide locally.  

The Scottish Grocers Federation (SGF) is the national trade association for the convenience store 

industry in Scotland. It is the authoritative voice for the industry to both policy makers and the 

media. It is thus a membership based trade organisation representing thousands of small 

convenience store operators. The SGF brings together retailers throughout Scotland, from most of 

the Scottish Co-operative, SPAR, Nisa, Keystore, Costcutter, Martin McColl, Premier, Day Todays and 

local independents. SGF members provide a wide selection of products and services throughout 

Scotland's cities, local town centre, rural and island communities. There are just over 5,500 

convenience stores throughout Scotland, with annual sales in excess of £3.7 billion. The sector 

directly employs over 42,000 people (ACS/SGF 2015). Each independent convenience store also 

reinvests hundreds of thousands of pounds each year back into the local economy by providing local 

jobs, using local services and local suppliers. SGF promotes responsible community retailing and 

works with the Government and the media to encourage a greater understanding of the 

contribution convenience retailers make to Scotland’s communities. 

The Institute for Retail Studies at the University of Stirling has worked with the SGF for a number of 

years, but this relationship has deepened over the last two years as the new Chief Executive has 

sought to strengthen and develop the organisation. In early 2015, a small sample of SGF members 

allowed summary access to their finances and operations to assess what the potential impact of 

their stores on the local economy was. Some of this “proof of concept” work was reported by the 

applicant at a SGF seminar and demonstrated both the scale of the potential impacts, but also the 

issues in developing a robust set of measures and consistency in coverage (see 

http://stirlingretail.com/2015/03/31/local-convenience-stores-in-a-challenging-retail-

environment/).  

This initial work has lead to further discussions about the lack of understanding around the impacts 

and pressures on the stores and the sector, of the requirements of SGF and their members in this 

changed retail landscape and to the development of this collaborative approach to a PhD. The 

“proof of concept” showed that valuable data was held by the retailers and that drawing this out 

and analysing the data on a consistent basis would provide a valuable set of measures that would 

inform both the SGF members themselves, and also policy makers. This lead on to a discussion about 

not only understanding these impacts but also the costs drivers for such businesses and the ways in 

which these together affected the performance of stores. Some of these drivers are internal to the 

business but some are external (rates, rent, minimum wage etc) and understanding the impact of 

changes in these on performance would be of value to the businesses and members, but also would 

inform policy makers of the direct impacts of proposed changes. Together both concepts would 

advance academic understanding of the local shop sector, business understanding of impacts and 

potential and potentially policy maker impacts of changes made on the retail sector. 

In both cases (local economic impacts and costs drivers) there is a need to develop a robust set of 

measures, populated by real data from across the membership of SGF, and to present these data in a 

form (dashboards) that would be readily understandable by both retailers and policy makers. At the 

same time, these questions are academically interesting and important as we seek to understand 

the changing sector, the networks that make up places and food supply and the impacts of policy 

and changes. There is thus inter-disciplinary and practical interest in this topic and its outcome will 

have business relevance. 



The proposed research develops our understanding of the impacts and stresses on Scotland’s 

convenience retailing sector.  The research questions focus on: 

(a) What are the local economic impacts of a convenience store and how do these differ to 

chain based retailing? 

(b) What are the key cost drivers on local convenience retailing and the impacts of changes to 

these? 

(c) How can these new understandings be used to inform local convenience store management, 

trade bodies and policy makers? 

 

The student would be supervised by Professor Leigh Sparks, together with Professor Paul Freathy, 

from the University of Stirling. Both have been Professors in Retailing at Stirling for many years, have 

extensive research and supervisory records and are known internationally for their work. Leigh has 

had a long standing interest in structural change in retailing, including small shop retailing, 

encompassing work for the Scottish executive and the Department of Trade and Industry, and has 

strong links with the SGF. Paul has been instrumental in developing research on remoter retail 

settings in Scotland including small shop and community retailing (e.g. Freathy and Calderwood 

2014).   Support for the project from the SGF will be provided by the Chief Executive Pete Cheema 

(who has lengthy experience as a successful convenience store retailer) and John Lee (Head of Policy 

and Public Affairs). Retail members of the SGF have agreed to provide technical expertise as 

appropriate, and access to the appropriate data.  The approach to the topic would involve indepth 

working with individual retailers to understand their financial records and data and analysis of this 

data on a consistent basis. From this models would be developed reflecting impacts and costs, being 

refined through an iteration process with retailers, the SGF and policy makers. 

The output of the project beyond the thesis includes academic outputs as well the public, media and 

government engagement and impact above. The research will generate academic output in business 

and management, retailing and geography/urban journals.   A programme of academic output will 

be built in with the PhD student from the outset, and suitable training, mentoring and co-authoring 

opportunities provided. Training Needs Analysis will be formally undertaken via Stirling’s innovative 

Research Compass and opportunities and requirements accessed at Stirling (e.g. MRes modules or 

tailored courses) or through the wider SGSSS. Our intention would be to use ongoing results from 

the PhD in presentations for the SGF, probably both at their National Conference and in special 

member based events. It is probable that there will be interest in the work from the Association of 

Convenience Stores in England and opportunities to explain this ESRC/SGF branded work in such a 

forum would be explored. 
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Further Information and to Register an Interest or Apply for the PhD, please contact: 

 

Professor Leigh Sparks, Professor of Retail Studies, University of Stirling 

Tel: 01786 467024, Email: Leigh.Sparks@stir.ac.uk 


