
25 Retailing

Leigh Sparks

Introduction

The retail industry has huge economic and social significance. It improves the standard 
of living and increases employment, it invests, it innovates, is responsible for anchoring 
urban regeneration in many parts of the country and – of huge importance – embodies 
the spirit of competition.

(Tony DeNunzio, then CEO of Asda-Wal-Mart, in Department  
of Trade and Industry 2004)

Retailing (traditionally defined as the sale of articles, either individually or in small num-
bers, directly to the consumer) is a distinct, diverse and dynamic sector of many economies. 
However, for a long time, the ubiquitous presence and nature of the organisational structure 
of many retail outlets – large numbers of small, local, independent shops – has blinded many 
to the challenges and opportunities in retailing. With the emergence of modern techniques 
of retailing and retail marketing and the emergence of huge international retail corporations, 
involving new retail forms and formats including online and mobile shopping, retailing has 
become much more visible and central to consumers’ and governments’ concerns. Reflecting 
as it does cultures and consumers, retailing is the primary conduit for production and con-
sumption linkages in economies. Virtually everyone experiences retailing, as virtually everyone 
shops! The closeness of these retailer and consumer linkages demands retail engagement in 
marketing. Indeed, many retailers could be judged to be consummate marketers, often at the 
forefront of the discipline.

Retailing is a huge component of many economies. Perhaps 25 per cent of all enterprises in 
the EU are involved in retailing. Almost 19 million people in the EU are engaged in retailing. 
There are over 3.5 million shops in the EU and a large retail presence on the internet in many EU 
countries. In the UK the retail sector constitutes an important part of the economy, contributing 
c.16 per cent of GDP and is worth c.£150 billion. It employs around three million people or one 
in nine of the workforce and involves over half a million retail premises. Despite the banking crisis 
and recession since 2008, retail property still dominates UK institutional investment, accounting for 
over half of the capital value of direct property assets held by institutions and property companies.

UK retailers are involved in global sourcing and global retailing activities. The global success 
of UK retailers is enhanced by a positive retail environment within the UK, with non-UK-based 
retailers being strongly represented in the country, especially in the major retail centre of London. 
The UK Government states that:
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The UK retail sector is a leader in innovation. E-commerce and self-service are reshaping the 
shopping experience across the world and have put the UK at the vanguard of multi-channel 
shopping. UK retail accounts for 11 per cent of global internet retail sales and the UK has the 
highest spend per head for e-commerce of any country.

(UK Trade and Investment 2014)

The retail sector is thus enormous and influential. However, it contains massive contrasts. Retailing 
is operated through many single shop entrepreneurial businesses, but the sector also contains some 
of the world’s largest companies. There are large and small fixed shops, as well as mobile, pop-up 
and virtual shops. Retailing is a local affair with local demands, but many retailers are increasingly 
international. Indeed, ‘global retail brands’ such as IKEA, Zara or H&M are significant. Although 
in many Western economies the banking crisis and recession has had an adverse impact on sales 
and many companies, in Asian economies retail sales are increasing. The number of shops is fall-
ing in many countries, however, and their format is changing. Minimum wage and low employee 
pay characterises much of the retail sector, but managerial pay is above average. Executive rewards 
can be considerable. Despite having a stagnant and then declining UK market share since 2007, 
spectacular failures in some overseas ventures, profit warnings and the loss of senior executives, the 
two executive directors of Tesco in 2013/14 were paid over £1.5m each.

For some consumers, the development of large retail outlets and large retail businesses simply 
provides a more convenient and recognisable place and way in which to shop. For others, the rise 
of the retail corporation has sanitised and standardised retailing, making towns clones or, ‘bland 
identikits dominated by a few retail behemoths’ (Simms et al. 2005). The until recently seemingly 
irresistible rise of Wal-Mart in the US (Brunn 2006) and Tesco in the UK (Burt and Sparks 2003), 
has provoked reactions over the use of retail power and the practices ‘imposed’ by such retailers on 
farmers, suppliers, distributors and consumers. In the UK this concern has led to various investiga-
tions of the grocery sector (see House of Commons Library 2012) and the creation of a Groceries 
Code Adjudicator (supermarket ombudsman) in 2013. The horsemeat scandal of 2013 and the 
collapse of Rana Plaza in Dhaka, Bangladesh in the same year, seemed to signify that some retailers  
(or at least retailer supply chains) could be cutting too many corners in pursuit of profit and the 
desire for ever cheaper prices. But, whilst there is a wave of sentiment against some retailers in 
some of the media and in local opposition groups, consumers continue to spend on a wide range 
of product and services at corporate retailers, as well as local and independent stores. Retailing is 
centre stage in the consideration of economies, societies and the patterns of how we want to live 
our lives. We all need food and clothing and, for some, the latest IPhone. The question is how best 
to organise the distribution of the products that are demanded.

The changing retail sector in many countries has been the subject of much concern, especially 
since 2008 and the onset of the banking and credit crisis and the global recession. In the UK a wave 
of retail collapses, bankruptcies and poor performance has left many shops vacant and many high 
streets ‘derelict’. The crisis of the high street in the UK (Portas 2011; Grimsey 2012, 2013) and 
the wider recognition of the parlous state of many of our town centres (Fraser 2013) has prompted 
questioning over retailing and place (see Findlay and Sparks 2013). This ‘crisis’ is a symbol of a 
wider truth: retailing has been undergoing a structural revolution brought on by internet retailing 
and online shopping and by the over-development of much retail space. The recession since 2008 
has exacerbated and exaggerated the pace and consequences of change. Some countries, e.g. the 
UK and the US, have too many shops, of the wrong sort in the wrong places: retailing itself is 
being rethought.
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This chapter examines the key components of the practice of retailing and seeks to investigate 
the distinctive and changing nature of the retail sector. As befits a chapter in a book on marketing, 
it begins with the cultural and consumer aspects of the retail environment. It then moves to the 
places and locations where retailing occurs. Interrelationships linking retail businesses with other 
organisations are examined, before a consideration of the internal operations of retailers themselves 
is presented. The people who take on the running of retail businesses and individual shops, the 
nature of the selling and retailing processes, and the supply and sale of goods, are introduced and 
discussed. The chapter concludes by summarising the state of the retail industry today and considers 
briefly some of the challenges for the future.

Culture and retail consumers

Any consideration of retailing should begin with the country, local environments and consumers 
with which it interacts. The very specific relationships retailing has with culture and consumers are 
crucial to the distinctiveness and operation of the sector (Dawson 2001). Retailing must be respon-
sive to the culture within which it operates. Internationally, this creates a great diversity in terms of 
regulatory and shopping environments, service standards and store formats and layouts. For example, 
Japanese culture and societal behaviours are fundamentally different to the cultural norms and values 
of, for example, Saudi Arabia or the southern US. Some aspects of a global culture are emerging, 
however, and there will be similarities in some of the retailing across locations. Generally, however, 
retailing mainly adapts to the local or national situation and norms. Considerable differences in 
approaches and operations may thus be found, though the core process – making products available 
for consumers to buy – is the same.

These cultural norms are derived from societal and economic situations. Retailing is an eco-
nomic transaction, but also in many cases is fundamentally a social interaction. The norms of 
economic and social behaviour permeate, inform and on occasions, constrain, retail operations. 
Restrictive German or French shop opening hours are a legal recognition of cultural dimen-
sions to the organisation of society and have long-standing roots. The limitation of alcohol sales 
to government-owned shops in Sweden and parts of Canada reflects societal concerns over the 
use and abuse of alcohol. The persistence of fresh produce markets in Mediterranean Europe 
and wet markets in South-East Asia derives from traditional patterns of food preparation and 
consumption. The advertising of retail products through weekly newspaper ‘fliers’ or inserts in 
Denmark and the US have different origins and obligations, but nonetheless inform and con-
strain the retailer and retail practice. Such advertising and promotional offers would be deemed 
wasteful, inappropriate or ineffective in some other societies and economies. Limits on what 
can be advertised or sold in Islamic societies, or what advertisements or catalogues can contain, 
reflect cultural and religious norms.

It is tempting to use these examples to suggest that there are uniform national cultures and thus 
retailers’ responses to culture work best on the national level. But, culture is a complex, multi-
dimensional concept that derives from a range of personal and group values and attitudes. Culture, 
as a social phenomenon, may be learned and can be passed from generation to generation. The 
notion of culture suggests behaviours, desires and needs that can be stated. It is also adaptive in that 
culture can change to meet circumstances or outside stimuli. As the world becomes more inter-
connected and perhaps standardised, so perhaps the cultural influences from outside, e.g. American 
influences, come to play a bigger role. This, however, can be overstated. Local differences in taste, 
demands, brands and behaviours and attitudes still persist and ‘force’ retailers to work with the local 
cultures rather than against them. Some retailers are very much from a specific place.
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For retailers, there are a number of implications of culture and its component aspects. First, as 
culture is absorbed, learned and transmitted from generation to generation, certain aspects of cul-
ture may become deep-rooted and thus hard to change. There are therefore boundaries on what, 
how or when products can be promoted or retailed. What is acceptable within societies varies.

Second, a shared culture binds some groups together and thus can provide the basis for identify-
ing markets or market segments. The presence of different communities and particular consumer 
behaviour patterns in large cities across the world demonstrate the potential for group or local 
segmentation. Little Italy in Toronto and the various Chinatowns globally illustrate this point, but 
there are many smaller enclaves and groups based around a number of nationalities. In response to 
the increasing presence and role of a Hispanic population in southern Florida, food retailers have 
begun to develop more Spanish or Mexican themed, designed and run stores. Publix, a leading 
Florida-based supermarket chain has developed Publix Sabor a supermarket with major Hispanic 
influences. It is not only ethnicity, however, that can form a cultural segmentation. Aspects of 
‘youth culture’ have proved attractive to retailers trying to target the young market. Top Shop 
would be a UK example, Abercrombie & Fitch a US model, but so too is Legit, a South African 
black urban fashion focused discount retail chain that is highly adapted to its target market.

Third, however, whilst retailing operates mainly within cultural norms and thus reflects these, 
retailers can also shape these cultural norms. Retail stores, operations and environments are not 
neutral entities, but rather can condition and structure consumer moods and behaviours and in 
some cases over the long-term influence cultural norms. The approaches of some stores ‘develop’ 
consumers by requiring them, implicitly or explicitly, to rethink aspects of their beliefs and atti-
tudes. The replacement of wet markets by supermarkets in parts of Asia and the changes this 
signifies in consumer behaviour is one example. What was once probably unthinkable can become 
commonplace, as for example the presence of Ann Summers stores in high streets and shopping 
centres, or lovehoney.com as a ‘respected’ online retailer. Such operations, however, would still be 
seen as an outrage in many other countries.

Further examples of this in the UK include the design revolution sparked by Terence Conran’s 
Habitat stores from the 1960s, the critical, unique and long-term importance of Marks & Spencer 
to British clothing manufacturing and retailing and the campaigning and ethical sensibilities overtly 
used by Anita Roddick and The Body Shop. These three retailers changed British society and 
aspects of British consumer and retail culture. IKEA, Louis Vuitton, McDonald’s, 7-Eleven, 
Starbucks, Wal-Mart, Tesco, Zara and H&M are doing the same thing today, albeit in different 
ways and sectors and on an international basis. Tesco revolutionised the way in which food retailers 
are thought of and defined in the UK and the products and services that can be offered. By extend-
ing its brand into financial services, Tesco altered the perceptions of insurance and other financial 
and service products and the ways in which they could be priced and sold.

This emphasis on culture demands that retailers be embedded in the culture of the economy 
and society in which they operate. This may be best achieved by being part of that economy and 
society, or at least understanding it, and is thus mainly accomplished through an understanding 
of local consumers. Knowledge of what drives local consumers and what they need and want  
(in product and service terms) is fundamental to the operation of retailing. This embeddedness may 
be derived from the local operations, companies or managers or may be achieved by a thoroughly 
researched knowledge of the local consumer base. Whichever, there is a radical difference in retail-
ing when compared to most other management activities and industrial sectors. In retailing the 
issues of consumer knowledge intrude directly into the business day in and day out. Retailing is 
dependent on people, both because it employs a lot of them to serve customers in stores or in fulfil-
ment centres for online sales but also because an understanding of consumer’ behaviours, attitudes 
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and psychology are critical in most retail businesses. Failure to understand consumers and the local 
market means failure, full stop.

One basic constraint on the development of retailing is the demographic structure of any 
market. At its most simple, demographic change relates to features such as the number, age 
structure and location of individuals and households. For retailers, changes in these dimensions 
are fundamental as they affect the size and the location of their target markets. An examination 
of some demographic issues in Europe immediately identifies far-reaching changes in recent dec-
ades, which have major implications for the development of retailing.

First, whilst growth continues in the number of people in most countries, the rate of growth 
has reduced substantially since the 1960s. This can be attributed to lower birth rates, fertility levels 
and socio-economic changes, such as the full participation of women in the paid labour force. 
For retailers it means that they can no longer rely on previous assumptions of ‘natural’ population 
growth to increase market size. The battle for market share is thus much harder now as natural 
growth is that much slower. Where there is population growth, this may be of particular demo-
graphic origins, e.g. immigration, and the consumer behaviour patterns may be very different to 
the local population and require different solutions.

Second, whilst the population may still be growing, there has been a fundamental shift in its 
age composition. The decline in the birth rate, coupled with a reduction in child mortality, longer 
life expectancy and improved medical care have resulted in a much more ‘elderly’ population 
structure than before. Even though large numbers of this elderly population are more affluent and 
active than previous generations, retailers still have to consider how they respond to this and other 
population segments. The retail offer has to be adjusted to meet the changing numbers in different 
target markets. These different age segments have, of course, very different attitudes. Retailers have 
to understand these generations and their behaviours and attitudes and adjust their retail formats, 
locations, products and offers accordingly.

Third, consumer change can be considered at the household as well as the individual level. 
Demographic changes have been allied with socio-economic and lifestyle changes, such as later 
age of marriage and higher divorce rates, to radically restructure both the number and structure of 
households in most countries. There are now far more households in Europe than before, but there 
are fewer people (often only one person) in each of them. For retailers, this can provide selected 
opportunities and market growth, e.g. in furnishings, but also requires other retailers to adapt their 
product sizes and ranges, e.g. introduce package sizes suitable for individual consumption.

These basic demographic changes are combined with further changes in socio-economic status 
and lifestyle. How people live their lives has changed dramatically. Hopefully, teenage behaviour 
bears little resemblance to many activities carried out by previous generations of teenagers. For 
many groups of all ages, there are more opportunities, more choices and in some cases more afflu-
ence to enable satisfaction of needs. These needs themselves have of course altered fundamentally, 
and the use of technology to help satisfy these needs has been fundamental.

Examples of some of these changes include the different occupational structure of economies, 
together with an altered gender balance of the workforce. The distribution of income has changed 
both generally and between the sexes. More women are in paid employment than before and many 
have much greater economic power and freedom. Consumers are more educated and informed 
and have access to more data on choices and in real-time than ever before, especially via the inter-
net. Of course, these changing situational factors have implications for attitudes and values and 
affect lifecycles and stages. The UK traditional caricature of marriage by 21, children by 25, the 
housewife staying at home whilst the male breadwinner works, has gone. Holidays are more likely 
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to be in Spain or Florida than Blackpool. Curry is more commonly eaten than fish and chips. Such 
behaviours reflect the changed realities of living in the twenty-first century.

One particular certainty that has disappeared is the idea that whole swathes of the country would 
be doing the same things at the same times. Meal times previously were common. Television pro-
grammes (on three channels) were watched in huge numbers. People all dressed basically the same, 
often from Marks & Spencer, or worse C&A. Football matches took place at 3 p.m. on a Saturday. 
Telephone calls were made from home or a public phone box (for which you queued). Holidays 
were taken at the same time and often to the same place (Glasgow Fair Fortnight in Blackpool). 
Now, families eat together far less often. Digital TV and online availability has multiplied the 
choice of programmes to watch, and digital catch-up systems place the consumer in charge of the 
watching schedule and content. Other media bombard the marketplace with choice and options. 
Football occurs anytime, any day from across the world and is broadcast and narrowcast live and 
repackaged for consumption at the time and in the format the consumer decides. Mobile phones 
ring on trains and in lectures, and Twitter and other social media provide a running and shared 
commentary on activities and life. Countries may be fragmented, sectionalised and highly differen-
tiated, but they increasingly contain a mobile, but connected society, though the connections are 
very different of those of previous generations. Retailers have to work much harder to identify the 
group commonalities that may exist and to react quickly to changing patterns, which themselves 
may be more diffuse and transient. They need to be able to respond to this massive change of 
content, control and pace.

Consumers are a dynamic grouping. Consumers change, and consumer behaviour develops 
over time. Norms of consumer behaviour that were once thought to be inviolate or immutable 
have altered considerably. As economies and societies have grown, so have consumer desires. What 
is important to the society or to groups of consumers has evolved. Consumers’ needs and their abil-
ity to satisfy these needs, have altered dramatically giving rise to retailing concepts such as organic 
superstores, lifestyle shopping, farmers’ markets, outlet malls, convenience stores, discounters, fast 
food and, of course, online retailing. At the product level, changing attitudes towards vegetarian-
ism, meat consumption, ready meals or the acceptability of fur or products based on animal testing, 
are equivalent examples. More recently, as environmental concerns have continued to develop, 
some consumers expect retailers to act in a socially responsible and preferably sustainable way. For 
some, ethical retailing can be found only in small-scale local retail operations utilising local sourc-
ing and products, but for others Fairtrade and other labels or marks are acceptable compromises.

A range of implications for retailers can be identified from these various cultural and consumer 
changes (see also Miller et al. 1998).

First, there are trends in consumption, i.e. the general structure of demand and the amount 
of specific goods consumed. A good example is the modern supermarket. Here, the increased 
product ranges in areas of ready meals and prepared foods reflect changing demand patterns. The 
segmentation of products by price or by other attributes, e.g. organic, gluten-free, healthy living or 
children’s meals is a reaction to wider trends in the market. The extension of retailing into bank-
ing, insurance, health care and services, such as internet provision, mobile phone plans and top-up 
phone cards, also illustrates the shift in consumption towards services.

There are then implications for consumer behaviour, i.e. consumer decisions as to which of 
their wants they wish to satisfy and how, when and where they are going to obtain satisfaction. 
The most obvious change for retailers in this area has been the increasing demand for convenience. 
Convenience in terms of time and location has become increasingly important, giving rise to 24-hour 
trading, petrol station convenience stores, home and workplace delivery and small supermarkets at 
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railway stations amongst a range of reactions. Convenience, however, also requires retailers to make 
it easier and simpler for consumers to obtain what they want, and it is here that the internet is hav-
ing most success. Online and mobile computing has transformed the shopping experience for many 
consumers, raising questions over how consumers both buy and then receive products. Next-day 
or even next-hour delivery solutions are increasingly common, as are collection points in stores, at 
work, and at train stations. Convenience has become ever more demanding for the retailer to satisfy.

Third, there are changes in shopping behaviour, i.e. the consumer process during the shopping 
activity itself. As consumers have changed, so the elements of the retail offer that attracts them and 
encourages them to purchase or consume have changed. Much more attention has had to be paid 
by retailers to elements of store design, ambience and atmospherics generally, as well as issues to 
do with the balance between price, service and quality. For many, going shopping on occasions 
has become more of a leisure activity. Consumers expect to be more in control of the trip and, 
on occasions, to be entertained. The development of cafes in bookshops such as Waterstones, the 
redesign of the selling of a product as in Sephora, the experiential approach of Nike Town or 
involvement in production as in Build-A-Bear are illustrations that shopping behaviours are not 
solely functional activities. A similar set of concerns online have developed with consumers want-
ing ease of design, use, content and communication. Failure to deliver this, as in 2014 when Marks 
& Spencer renewed their website with disastrous outcomes, sees consumers opting to take their 
sales elsewhere online.

Combining these various strands of consumer change, there are now different reasons behind 
different shopping events and that consumers satisfy their desires in different ways and at different 
times (see Table 25.1). At some times, consumers need to replenish basic items and the shopping 
event is a highly functional one. At other times, similar items may be purchased using a different 
format, e.g. the same consumer might buy the same goods from a Tesco superstore, a Tesco Metro 
or Tesco.com, but at different times. Other shopping events are focused on the visit itself more 

Table 25.1 Types of shopping events.

Purpose Reason Product example Format and retailer example

Essential Replenishment of stock 
items; regular purchases

Food and regular 
household items

Food superstore (Tesco) or 
online grocery (Ocado)

Purposive Major item purchase; clear 
purpose for event

Electrical items, 
major household 
items

Retail park (B&Q, SCS, 
etc.); shopping centre with 
department stores (House of 
Fraser, Argos)

Leisure (or fun) Social activity, occasionally 
ancillary to visit to 
location

General purchases, 
gifts, services, 
tickets

Town centre; shopping centre 
or mall (e.g. Bluewater); 
leisure activity focus (museum 
shop, Forever 21, Manchester 
United Superstore, 
ticketmaster.com)

Convenience Time constrained, top-up 
trip, everyday purchases

Ready meals, milk, 
bread

Convenience store (Spar); petrol 
station store (Shell Select); 
transport node store (Marks & 
Spencer Simply Food)

Special items Unusual product or specialist Local or specialist 
produce

Farm shop, farmers’ markets, 
creative collective gallery 
(Made in Stirling)
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than the shopping. Leisure in its broadest sense is critical to the experience of the event and of the 
shopping. Table 25.1 suggests that retailers have to be able to focus on consumers and their chang-
ing behaviours in order to continue to develop their businesses. This is much more complex than 
it has been in the past, as the direction, pace and dimensions of change have fragmented. It is also 
the case that more such shopping events have moved online, rendering the concept of a shopping 
trip a little ambiguous in some cases.

Retail locations and outlets

This emphasis on culture and consumers is reflected in the importance that is afforded by retailers 
to the places where retailing takes place – the locations of retailing. Despite the growth of online 
retailing, the physical shop remains a cornerstone of the sector. Chains of shops are in themselves a 
distinctive dimension of the retail industry, as few industries involve managing and operating such 
a diverse and dispersed outlet network. There are, for example, over 53,500 7-Eleven convenience 
stores across the world (end June 2014), with over 16,600 in Japan alone. The Body Shop operates 
over 2,500 outlets in 60 countries. Inditex (the parent company for Zara) has over 6,460 stores in 
88 countries and employs over 128,000 people. It is hard to conceive of other businesses outside 
retailing having to organise and control such extensive branch networks. Whilst the old adage 
‘location, location, location’ has probably been overplayed, it has some truth and, above all, it is 
an identifying characteristic of the retail trade. Retailers must understand the spaces within which 
consumers operate (and this includes virtual spaces) and try to match these in terms of their loca-
tional and operational decisions. Retailers thus manage the macro-location (the country, region 
or city), the micro-location (the store location and internal environment) and the virtual location 
(online, possibly internationally). In this section the macro-locational issues are considered, leaving 
store design and other internal store-based issues to later.

Retailing not only has a distinctive locational dimension but is also further distinguished by the 
diversity and dynamism of retail location. Some shop locations seem fixed in the most visible of 
ways as with Harrods in London, Galeries Lafayette and Printemps in Paris or Bloomingdales in 
New York. Others are more transient, such as street, wet or night markets, car-boot sales, farmers 
markets, pop-up stores and other similar activities. Whilst some street locations clearly have a retail 
premium, such as Ginza in Tokyo, Oxford Street in London or 5th Avenue in New York, others 
come and go from retail activity. Town centres and city centres are for many economies the main 
place of concentration of retailing and the centre of this economic and social interaction. Market 
spaces in British historic cities, such as Carlisle and York, or Nice and many other towns and cit-
ies in France, illustrate this well. In some economies, most notably the US, this town centre and 
central emphasis has been disturbed by the decentralisation of most retail activity (e.g. Longstreth 
1997, 1999), driven by the introduction of the car as the main mode of shopping transport.

The most developed car-borne and thus decentralised retail economy is the US. In many town 
and city centres, particularly in the southern part of the US, the central area (the downtown) is a 
desolate, retail-free zone. The retail activity mainly occurs in regional and suburban malls and strip 
and power centres along important highways or at key road intersections. The historical location 
for retailing has thus been (often totally) replaced over time by locations that better reflect transport 
movements, modes and patterns, consumer preferences and retailer formats and cost structures. This 
locational shift has had important implications for the form of much of the retail infrastructure. Large 
hypermarkets, power centres, strip malls and covered shopping centres with huge car parks are a 
result of this process (Kowinski 2002). The internalisation and privatisation of retail space, as in a 
shopping mall, is a further outcome of this transformation of previously public retail space.
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In the UK this process of locational decentralisation is seen quite clearly, though it is not as 
extensive as in the US, primarily due to more restrictive controls on retail development and a dif-
ferent attitude to the use of a more scarce resource, land. Retailing was for a long time a city or 
town centre activity, but since the Second World War, and the latter part of the twentieth century 
in particular, it has become more decentralised. This decentralisation is often portrayed as a series 
of ‘waves’ of types of retailing moving out-of-town (Schiller 1987; Hallsworth 1994; Fernie 1998; 
Thomas 2006). When people ‘go shopping’ now, they are as likely to be thinking of an off-centre 
superstore, a retail warehouse park, a regional shopping centre or a factory outlet centre as they are 
of the high street in the local town.

This movement away from central locations has been encouraged by a number of factors, 
including:

 • the growth of an affluent and mobile population in suburban areas in contrast to a declining 
less affluent and less mobile town and city centre population;

 • the development of strong corporate chains with fewer ties to a locality and more willingness 
and need to move shops to areas of demand and opportunity;

 • changes in the methods of selling, which have seen a demand for larger stores and associated 
parking. Such stores are harder to accommodate in built-up areas as unit sizes and shapes have 
become less appropriate. It has been cheaper to build and easier to operate shops in decentralised 
purpose-built locations;

 • the decentralisation of many non-retail activities, such as housing, offices, hotels, cinemas, lei-
sure facilities and sports centres and schools, all of which remove footfall from the high streets 
and town centres, making them comparatively less desirable.

This decentralisation has been controversial as it utilises green field land in many instances, often 
has an adverse aesthetic impact and expands the reliance on private transport. Many consumers 
have embraced it, however. As a consequence, some locations, including both urban and rural 
situations, have seen a huge reduction in retail outlets and subsequent problems of accessibility 
and choice for consumers who are not mobile (economically or physically). Therefore, land-use 
planners have been increasingly concerned to integrate retail development within existing towns 
and cities. Nonetheless, the planning policies of the 1980s and 1990s resulted in large numbers of 
decentralised food and non-food superstores and some regional shopping centres. More recently 
policy has sought to control and limit out-of-town development and focus new retail space into 
town centres (Guy 2006; Findlay and Sparks 2014), but the rapid structural change in the sector 
(e.g. internet shopping) and the recession have made this problematic in some places.

There is a distinction between managed and unmanaged shopping locations. Individual shops 
are obviously managed. A shopping street, however, is basically a loose unmanaged collection of 
individual stores and thus provides a general node for shopping. Town centres are unmanaged 
amalgams of several such streets. However, there are also managed shopping environments. Some 
of these, e.g. arcades in city centres or town markets are long-standing, albeit relatively small 
components of the shopping panorama. Others, however, e.g. regional shopping centres and par-
ticularly those built more recently, are major retail destinations in their own right. As with other 
retail formats, shopping centres or malls have been getting larger. Nine of the ten largest shopping 
centres in the world are in Asia, with particular recent expansion in China. However, scale is no 
protection against market changes and some very large shopping centres have closed, particularly in 
the US (see www.deadmalls.org; www.mallofmemphis.org and the photo essay of Lawless 2014).
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Many cities have various forms of planned shopping centres within their boundaries (see Table 25.2). 
For example, Buchanan Galleries in the centre of Glasgow is a major retail attraction. But, there are 
also decentralised locations containing shopping centres, which can draw people from large distances, 
and other planned environments serving a variety of functions. Gateshead’s Metro Centre is an early 
UK off-centre regional shopping centre. The Mall at Cribbs Causeway in Bristol and Cheshire Oaks 
Designer Outlet Centre in the North-West of England are other examples of planned decentralised 
retail environments. These centres are designed, planned, branded, marketed and managed as distinc-
tive retail locations (e.g. Bluewater in Kent, Silverburn in Glasgow). Given the recent restrictions via 
planning policy on out-of-town developments, however, some of the most modern planned shopping 
centres are in major city centres, such as The Bull Ring in Birmingham.

Across many Western countries, the twin processes of decentralisation and managed environ-
ments have transformed the retail landscape. The impact on existing locations has been considerable. 
As a consequence of this, there is increasing interest in whether management techniques from 
planned shopping centres can be applied to unplanned town centres. A number of UK towns now 
have town centre managers who engage in active place marketing to attract and retain consumers. 
Town centre management aims to market the whole of a town as a destination, including its com-
peting retailers. Business improvements districts (BIDs) have become a more common approach in 
recent years, whereby existing businesses in an area collectively agree to pay an additional levy to 
promote and develop that area (see Donaghy et al. 2013). Locations rather than individual shops 
are thus also in competition.

Some retailers have become clear destinations in their own right and, as a result, have trans-
formed the locational landscape wherever they develop. For example, in the UK, it used to be 
the case that towns fought hard to get a Marks & Spencer store, because of the spin-off benefit in 
increased consumer visits and prestige it brought. Marks & Spencer would receive favourable rental 
agreements to participate in a shopping centre scheme, whilst other retailers would then pay higher 
rents to locate next to the Marks & Spencer store. IKEA’s arrival has the same impact in many 
countries. Wal-Mart Supercenters became destination stores in the US. The company has such a 

Table 25.2 Types of shopping centre development.

Type of shopping centre Provision Example (all Glasgow)

Major city-centre renewal 
schemes

Provide a wide range of shopping facilities 
adding to the provision of the existing 
town or city centre

Buchanan Galleries

Small in-town schemes Usually provide specialist shopping facilities Princes Square
Non-central-city centres (district 

and neighbourhood centres)
Comprise several stores and sometimes a 

superstore or hypermarket targeted at 
everyday consumption needs

Clydebank Shopping 
Centre

Edge-of-town and out-of-town 
centres (retail parks, factory 
outlet centres)

Typically based around one or two large 
superstores and containing retailers in a 
variety of product areas

The Forge, Glasgow 
Fort

Large out-of-town regional 
shopping centres

Create the equivalent of a new town centre 
outside the city

Braehead Shopping 
Centre, 
Silverburn

Centres associated with transport 
nodes

Built, for example, at sites such as railway 
stations (often within the urban area) and 
airports (outside it)

Central Station 
Concourse; 
Glasgow Airport
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reputation that consumers will travel to it almost no matter where in a town or city it is located. 
The store becomes a desired destination and, if it moves, then customers follow. The hundreds of 
Wal-Mart stores in the US that have been closed as the company’s locational and format demand 
has evolved, bear silent witness to their extensive construction and deconstruction of locational 
landscapes. These closed stores illustrate the volatility of retail demand and supply, but also the 
way in which some retailers can manipulate demand and consumer decision-making. They also 
demonstrate the difference between the US and Europe in that in the former, land is treated as a 
disposable asset.

Whilst location remains a key criterion of retail success, the technological revolution in shop-
ping and retailing has begun to transform how we think about retail stores and places. As online 
retailing has expanded, so the virtual presence online has become a key component of retail loca-
tion and the store has, in some cases, become less important, certainly in some locations. This 
structural revolution has questioned the number, size and location of physical stores that are needed 
both in absolute terms but also for every individual retailer.

We see this in a number of ways, including the strengthening of the role of the flagship fash-
ion store, the decline in hypermarkets and the reconsideration of chain numbers by companies as 
diverse as Top Shop and B&Q. This process has been exacerbated and accelerated by the credit 
crunch/recession from 2008, which has led to many retail failures and considerable downsizing.

In the UK the visible evidence of these changing patterns is seen on many high streets, town 
centres and increasingly shopping centres. There are many vacancies, and we talk about the ‘crisis 
of the high street’ (Grimsey 2012), though not all places are affected equally (Wrigley and Dolega 
2011). Retailers need footfall and so more accurately there is a crisis of behaviour and place, one 
consequence of which is to question the need for retail space and retail locations. What shops do 
we need to meet the changed consumer demand? What opportunities do these changes open up 
for new and local retailers?

In other parts of the world, however, such concerns are less prevalent and in some economies 
shopping mall development and retail space struggles to keep up with demand, as, for example, in 
Singapore and some other major Asian cities and countries. This again shows the local nature of 
places on which retailing depends.

Shopkeepers and retail managers

The nature of retail business is also distinctive and diverse in terms of those who take on the 
management and operation of retail businesses – shopkeepers and retail managers. The method of 
business organisation and firm type chosen has implications for resources, the scope of operations 
and decision-making roles and capabilities. Retailing remains numerically dominated in almost 
every country by independent retailers, i.e. retailers who operate single stores, with shopkeepers 
who are the owner and/or manager. This local form of retailing has been central to retail operations 
throughout history. Retailing has low entry and exit barriers. However, the independent retailer is 
but one form of business organisation in retailing. Five forms are generally identified (Table 25.3). 
The local shop run as an independent business is the mainstay in numerical terms of most retail 
sectors. They are located everywhere and could retail almost anything. Some are generalist shops, 
e.g. the corner store, whereas others are very specialist, e.g. second-hand wedding dresses.

In some countries, the government has been a major retailer controlling and operating many 
stores (e.g. as in the past in communist Poland), or reserving control for particular product lines 
(e.g. quasi-government liquor stores – the LCBO – in Ontario, Canada). Generally, however, such 
direct government involvement in the running of shops is rare.
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More commonly, there are corporate or multiple retailers. These are businesses operating 
several (or ‘multiple’) shops as a company entity, and thus gain from economies of scale, scope 
and replication. Such companies dominate the trading component of retailing in many countries 
and can be enormous businesses (e.g. Wal-Mart), sometimes with operations in many countries 
across the globe (e.g. Inditex, Carrefour or IKEA). Corporate retailers can be found operating 
large retail outlets, such as superstores, small stores in town centres and shopping malls and even 
concessions within department stores. They may be focused on particular lines of trade, e.g. JD 
Sports or New Look.

Historically, co-operatives have been strong in many countries and still remain important in 
some countries today (e.g. Finland, Denmark, Switzerland and Japan). These businesses are owned 
by members (often, but not always, the consumers) and typically are run for mutual benefit not 
shareholder profit. The Co-operative Group, with thousands of shops, dominates the co-operative 
movement in the UK (Wilson et al. 2013), although some smaller single shop societies do still 
exist (e.g. Grosmont in Yorkshire). The John Lewis Partnership is an example of a mutual business 
(Cox 2010). In some local communities, often as a response to the lack of retail facilities in an area, 
residents have grouped together to run a community-based shop, which may obtain logistical and 
other support from larger co-operatives.

Finally, many previously independent retailers have given up some degree of independence 
by becoming part of a contractual chain or a franchise, i.e. they are independent businesses but 
are supplied by, or legally linked to, a larger ‘umbrella’ organisation. The contractual forms vary 
from operation to operation (e.g. Spar, 7-Eleven Japan, Body Shop, Musgraves). All attempt to 
collectively maximise buying, marketing and other activities to improve overall performance, in 
the belief that working together, combined with independent shop ownership and its local com-
munity knowledge, enhances their competitive position. In essence, they seek the organisational 
benefits of the larger corporate chains, alongside the flexibility and entrepreneurial flair of the 
independent trader.

The convenience store sector in the UK, which has been growing rapidly and successfully in 
recent years, is a good example where retailers operating as part of a symbol group (e.g. Spar, 
Premier, Nisa) outperform the single unaffiliated independent operator (ACS 2014). In Ireland, 
Musgraves, a wholesaler, has used a franchise system with two formats (SuperValu and Centra) to 
expand significantly and to become the market leader in food retailing.

The balance of power amongst these business organisational forms varies from country to 
country and has altered over time. As a general rule, centrally controlled large organisations  
(running chains of large and small stores) have gained power and market share from other forms 
and particularly from independent and co-operative retailers. Corporate retailers have become the 

Table 25.3 Retail organisational types.

Type Examples

Independent retailing Single local shop
Government shops LCBO (Liquor Control Board of Ontario Stores)
Corporate retailers Marks & Spencer (public)

Aldi (private)
Co-operatives Co-operative Group, John Lewis Partnership
Contractual chains Body Shop (franchise)

Spar (affiliated group)
NISA (buying group)
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dominant commercial form in many countries. This power has been gained because of the cost and 
efficiency advantages of operating larger businesses under central control, e.g. in advertising, brand-
ing and operational consistency (Clarke et al. 2002). This illustrates the economies of scale and scope 
available to retailers but also suggests more distancing of the business from the local situation. The 
role and function of store management in a chain organisation has consequently become more critical 
over time, though the boundaries of central versus local control remain flexible and variable amongst 
multiple retailers. Independent local retailers with local knowledge and an ability to satisfy local needs 
and wants can be successful over a long period, and many independent retailers provide that point of 
difference in a high street or place. However, succession can be a problem for such retailers.

The scale of some of the leading corporate retailers is now almost hard to comprehend.  
Wal-Mart is the world’s largest retailer. It had sales in 2013 (i.e. financial year ending 31 January 
2014) of US$476 billion, operated over 6,100 stores in 26 countries, employed over 2.2 million 
associates, and achieved over US$26.8bn operating profit and US$16.6bn net profit. Wal-Mart 
reached the landmark of US$1bn annual sales in 1979, then achieved US$1bn sales in a week in 
1993, before taking US$1bn in sales in a day in 2001. Given these sales figures, Wal-Mart must be 
doing things right in the eyes of its customers. Nonetheless, Wal-Mart as a retailer polarises opin-
ion (Brunn 2006), with its detractors accusing it of many poor business practices and behaviours, 
which permit its low prices. Others believe it has been a driving force in the productivity growth 
in the US since the mid-1990s and has allowed lower income American consumers in particular to 
improve their standards of living. Notwithstanding this, there is evidence of a recent slowdown in 
its growth and changes in consumer reactions and patterns.

In the UK the largest and most successful retailer in recent times has been Tesco, which has 
achieved group sales of £71bn and pre-tax profits of more than £2.3bn. Its remarkable growth 
since the 1970s has seen it take over as the number one retailer in the country and in food retail-
ing extend its market share lead over its rivals to an unprecedented extent (Seth and Randall 1999, 
2005; Ryle 2013). In recent years, this growth has come at the cost of a backlash against the com-
pany, however. Its critics see it as too dominant in the country, stifling competition and forcing 
farmers and suppliers out of business, as Tesco use their power to extract extra margin and to make 
unreasonable demands. They also believe that the company drives local retailers out of business 
and makes retailing a standardised homogeneous experience (www.tescopoly.org). However, the 
company continued to expand its reach. This is mainly due to the willingness of consumers to 
continue to use the company and to expand their purchases with them, e.g. into non-food items 
and services. The last two years especially, however, coming after stagnant market share in the UK 
since 2007, failed internationalisation in Japan, the US and to a degree China, have been torrid and 
seen the company lose market share in the UK (though still at 28 per cent!), issue profit warnings 
and sack its CEO. The market is changing here, as elsewhere.

It should be clear from the discussion thus far that retailing is big business. This retail transfor-
mation necessarily extends to the management of retail businesses. As the scale of the retail store 
has increased and the scale of the retail business has grown, so too has the need for professional, 
well-trained management expanded. The types of skills and demands that a store manager in any 
organisational type has to exhibit are now very different to the shopkeepers of old. Independent 
shopkeepers compete in a massively competitive industry, where store management and business 
control principles and techniques have developed strongly in corporate and other chain businesses. 
Retail management skills are thus critical for success at all levels. At the very local level, independ-
ent retailers need also to hone their community engagement and local involvement skills. Their 
key differentiation lies in this local knowledge and embeddedness and in the difference they create 
versus the more standardised chains.
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At the large scale end of the spectrum, a large food superstore or hypermarket could take well 
over £100 million in a year in sales. The store could be open 24 hours a day, 7 days a week. There 
might be over 600 employees on the site working a variety of shift patterns and at many different 
grades. The amount of product and consumers passing in and out of the store in a day is huge. The 
technology in the store is highly advanced and sophisticated. Yet this store is only one part of a 
business that could have £70bn worth of sales in a year and employ over half a million people. Its 
shops, marketing, buying and logistics operations are all professional and dynamic environments.

It is one of the facets of retailing, however, that the picture painted above of corporate man-
agement is but one aspect of the business. At the same time, others find their role in retailing by 
setting up companies, running small specialist stores or small chains and thus satisfying their own 
entrepreneurial and personal drive. In the UK companies such as Sock Shop, Body Shop, Evans 
Cycles, Cath Kidston, Cotton Traders, Hotel Chocolat, Lush, Jones the Bootmaker and Sweaty 
Betty have come from personal ambitions and drive to produce a better retail offer in a field that 
interests them. Retailing is one of the few sectors that can accommodate, and indeed needs, a 
variety of forms of operation and where a specialist can make a difference. Such businesses and all 
independent retailers, however, still require a variety of retail skills to succeed, as the retail process 
includes management, marketing, buying and operations.

Product sourcing, branding and distribution

The challenge in retailing is that your customers experience your product directly . . . What 
they experience in the store is the brand. So stores have to be both internally and externally 
coherent. The way the brand is projected and advertised reflects the way it lives and works 
internally.

(Norman 1999: 29)

The growth of large retail companies also illustrates another fundamental difference between retail-
ing and other forms of business. To a much greater extent than, for example, manufacturing, retailers 
have to construct strategies for developing and managing multi-plant operations with much greater 
variety and variability in concepts and transactions (Reynolds and Cuthbertson 2004). Retail man-
agement at the highest level is very different to other production-based businesses and, at the local 
level, is much more open to local demand vicissitudes. The role of computer technology and 
systems in data capture and transmission and in chain control has therefore increased substantially.

The business of retailing involves the selection and assembly of goods for sale to customers, i.e. 
the process of product sourcing and distribution. This process is also one dominated by variety – of 
types of good, sourcing strategy and product mix. Retailers sell a wide variety of items. Some are 
concentrated in a narrow line of business (specialist stores, e.g. Lush) or a sector (e.g. Cath Kidston, 
Hollister, Oliver Bonas), whereas others are much wider in their scope (general stores, e.g. Asda/
Wal-Mart, Debenhams). In any event, retailers have to source products for their product range. 
This involves dealing with particular suppliers (perhaps local suppliers), with wholesalers or other 
forms of intermediary.

The products that are sourced have changed over time. Whilst there always has been a market 
for exotic and non-local products, the expectations of many consumers and the abilities of many 
retailers have transformed the supply position. A reliance on local (i.e. immediate area) sourcing is 
now not the normal relationship. For many retailers, products from around the world are standard 
elements to be included in the product mix. Some would question the economic, cultural and 
environmental impacts of this to both the origin and the destination countries (e.g. Klein 1999), and 
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there is rising concern over the desirability and sustainability of such practices. The concept of ‘food 
miles’ (the mileage of food before it reaches the consumer or the plate) has become synonymous 
with unsuitable and out-of-season sourcing of food and environmentally unsustainable practices. 
Retail opportunities focused on local food arise as a consequence of this, e.g. farmers’ markets, inde-
pendent local operations such as Weetons (www.weetons.com) and places like Todmorden reviving 
their community through local food (Warhurst and Dobson 2014). However, as yet there is only 
limited evidence of mass consumers factoring such issues into their purchasing patterns, though this 
is changing. The continued rise of farmers’ and other markets, direct farm supply to consumers, and 
a general rising concern over traceability and authenticity, encouraged by events such as the horse-
meat scandal of 2013, point to this expanding interest.

As retailers have become larger, and as their abilities have increased, they have been better able 
to exploit international product sourcing and buying opportunities. For many non-food products, 
the costs of production are much lower in countries outside the developed world, and it therefore 
makes economic sense to manufacture abroad (e.g. in Bangladesh, Laos, Vietnam and, of course, 
China) and transport the product long distances to stores. Thus, many clothing manufacturers in 
many countries have relocated factories to Asia or elsewhere, to meet the needs of consumers and 
retailers for cheap products. The management and logistics problems this creates are resolvable by 
retailers, but there has been consumer concern over exploitation of cheap labour in some locations 
and the loss of indigenous jobs, as well as recently over environmental issues. Concerns arise mainly 
over the conditions in which products are manufactured, and the use of, for example, child labour 
in ‘sweat shops’.

In 2013 there was a collapse of a garment manufacturing plant (in Rana Plaza) in Dhaka, 
Bangladesh, with over 1,100 deaths. The standards and safety of this plant, producing clothes for 
Western retailers, were sharply criticised, as was the lack of oversight or concern of these Western 
retailers. Whilst a massive tragedy for the families involved, and some hand wringing from retailers, 
there is little evidence that mass consumption was at all affected. This is clearly not a desirable or 
a sustainable situation. Environmental and social rising concerns may in due course spark a wider 
re-evaluation by consumers of what they value, but this would require in most cases a need to 
look beyond obtaining products at the lowest price. Retailers, therefore, are under pressure both 
to make sure they act appropriately and to remain aware of changing consumer feelings on these 
issues, but at the same time to keep prices at a level their customers accept.

Whilst clothing production is an obvious example of products being sourced from far afield, the 
same is also true of food. Any British supermarket contains many non-UK or non-EU products. 
Control of the supply chain is thus vital to get products to the stores in good condition. This process 
of retailer control of supply systems and the use of computer technology for control of central dis-
tribution have been key features of recent years. In this respect, British logistics systems are amongst 
the most economically efficient in the world (Fernie and Sparks 2014).

In addition to control over the range and location of products, retailers have extended their 
influence over the contents of the product. Claims for organic production, sustainable forests 
and Fairtrade origins require control, often extending to audited codes of conduct for supplier 
inputs and methods of production. As societal and consumer concerns change, the retailer needs 
to source, manage and guarantee products, which meet these needs. There is now evidence 
that organic products have become more ‘mainstream’ in retailing, as consumer demand has 
expanded. Specialist retailers such as Whole Foods have had tremendous success, mainly in the 
US, even forcing retailers such as Wal-Mart to develop its organic range. In the UK and the rest 
of Europe organic and Fair Trade products have grown strongly and become a standard part of the 
food retailer’s range. There remain issues, however, over the use of such products as a marketing 
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message by some retailers, particularly when the products are imported or travel long distances 
rather than being locally produced and sourced.

In obtaining products, retailers have choices to make over what products to sell but also under 
what name to sell them. Many products carry the manufacturer’s name or brand. Retailers, how-
ever, have become increasingly aware of the potential in supplying products produced under their 
own control and specification. The approach to retailer branding varies across the globe, but many 
retailers are becoming much more involved in managing and marketing their own retail names or 
brands (Burt and Sparks forthcoming). For a retailer, the name used on the product could have 
limited direct meaning, but increasingly retailers sell products that carry their own name (e.g. Asda, 
Marks & Spencer) or a brand they own and have developed (e.g. George, Per Una), recognis-
ing the potential for promotion, advertising and market positioning. Retail branding is extensive 
in clothing. Next, Mango, Gap, Zara, Benetton and H&M retail brands are well known. Retail 
branding is now becoming more extensive in other retail product sectors and some retail businesses 
are effectively collections of brands.

Retail branding in the UK is generally recognised to be more extensive than in many other 
countries and to take a larger share of sales (Burt 2000; Ailawadi and Keller 2004; Burt and Davies 
2010; Burt and Sparks forthcoming). In food retailing a core product branding strategy has emerged 
that involves the development of three price and quality points. As Table 25.4 shows, all the lead-
ing food retailers have followed this approach. Initially, retail product branding was low quality, 
sometimes even generic product, designed to capture the attention of very price conscious con-
sumers (though quality design was still a feature in, for example, Sainsbury – see Trunk 2011). 
This was followed by a movement slightly upmarket to target the leading manufacturer brands 
with a product of almost similar quality, priced just below the manufacturer’s prices. In time, retail 
product developers began to copy the leading brands a little too closely, but by then retailers had 
also become aware that consumers were reacting well to their own branded products. It is from 
this base that the tri-position (good, better, best in the words of the retailers!) brand strategy has 
emerged. As Table 25.4 shows, products are priced and positioned at three levels to attract the 
economy consumer (e.g. ‘Value’ lines), the mainstream consumer (e.g. Tesco) and the ‘luxury’ or 
high quality consumer (e.g. ‘Finest’). This tri-position brand strategy has also been extended into 
non-food and service lines, e.g. Finest credit card and Value mobile phone plan. Most of these 
retailers have also added to this brand approach by segmenting markets on dimensions other than 
price. Examples in Tesco include healthy living, organic, ingredients, free from, etc.

Retailers have also learned that as consumers have recognised and trusted their product brand-
ing, so there is an opportunity to extend the brand in other different ways. This is seen most clearly 
in the developments in financial and other services. Retailers have thus become banks, investment 
houses, lifestyle helpers, telecoms and internet solution providers and so on. At the store level, 
some retailers have segmented the market and adjusted store sizes and locations to meet perceived 
shopping needs. In Tesco’s case, the store portfolio is branded under the core brand of Tesco and 

Table 25.4 Retailers product brand segmentation strategies in the UK food sector.

Premium Core Value

Tesco Finest Tesco Everyday Value
Morrisons Signature Morrisons Morrisons Savers
Sainsbury Taste the Difference by Sainsbury’s Basics
Asda Extra Special Asda Chosen by You Smart Price
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attempts to live up to its strapline ‘every little helps’, through formats such as Extra, Express and 
Metro. In essence, this business and others like it are attempting to move away from thinking about 
product branding to thinking about corporate branding (Burt and Sparks 2002, forthcoming).

The importance of the perception of quality in the eyes of the British consumer in terms of 
retail product brands should not be underestimated. There has been phenomenal growth in the 
retail brand products. To some extent, this has always been the case, with the prime example 
being the St Michael brand from Marks & Spencer. However, after the problems of Marks & 
Spencer in the late 1990s, the company quietly dropped St Michael as the only brand in the 
store and instead are using a segmentation strategy based around the name Marks & Spencer 
and other specialist inhouse brands, such as Per Una. In a different way, the experience in the 
UK of Aldi, the German discount retailer, makes the same point. Aldi’s strategy has been based 
around inhouse brands and product names with limited if any co-ordination. The packaging and 
approach, including perhaps of quality, reflected the hard discount emphasis. For UK consumers 
there was considerable resistance to purchasing products with unknown and often foreign sound-
ing names. In 2006 Aldi introduced a co-ordinated and well-designed brand position across parts 
of their range, using a colour scheme that mimics Tesco’s Finest and other retailers, and entitled 
‘Specially Selected’. This has received strong consumer acceptance and, partly due to this and the 
adjustment in consumer perceptions and also the onset of the recession in 2008, Aldi (and other 
discounters, such as Lidl, and non-food, Poundland) has done very well in recent years.

Business relationships and loyalty

Sainsbury, which has tried loyalty cards to attract customers to new stores, yesterday dismissed 
them as ‘electronic Green Shield stamps’ that represented poor value for money. It has no plans 
to introduce them nationally, it said.

(The Independent, 11 February 1995: 6)

As has been suggested, the process of retailing involves relationships with other businesses and 
groups. These too have their own distinctive characteristics arising from the nature of retailing. The 
requirement to source products, combined with issues over branding, inevitably means that retail-
ers are concerned with relationships with business partners, as well as relationships with employees 
and consumers. These business relationships can take many forms and many variants, but essentially 
retailers can choose to have either collaborative or transactional (sometimes conflictual) relation-
ships. In short, either retailers can work with partners to achieve shared objectives, or they can use 
their position alone to operate their business to achieve their own ends.

For example, product sourcing involves a number of elements, but retailers are attempting to 
purchase and obtain product at a given price and quality position. For some retailers price is the 
overriding concern and retailers will always seek the lowest price for products they know their 
customers will purchase. This means that the relationships they have with individual suppliers are 
often transient and focus on transactional price components alone. The relationship in that sense is 
straightforward, but often comes down to a conflict about price.

More complex, but of importance to many retailers, is the notion of a collaborative relation-
ship with suppliers, which involves all parties in something rather more than simply a transaction 
based on price. The relationship might be to secure a source of supply or to obtain a given quality 
and quantity of a product. It might be to develop a product line, to ensure product consistency 
and quality, to enable flexibility of supply, or to allow access to a unique product. If a retailer is 
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branding the product, then the collaborative arrangement may be about ensuring certain quality 
standards. For many retailers, therefore, whilst price will be very important, there could well be 
other aspects of the business relationship, which need to be in place. Some of these relationships or 
partnerships are long-standing and have involved extensive product development and resulted in 
the consequent growth of both partners.

Retailers, of course, have business relationships beyond product sourcing. Relationships exist 
with an array of service providers. Finance is one example, with independent retailers seeking 
bank finance and multiple or corporate retailers searching for institutional finance to enable them 
to develop their store portfolios. With retail sites being highly expensive to rent, buy or develop, 
retailers need to secure such institutional funding. One of the most important relationships occurs 
in the physical supply of products to the retailer. Product sourcing in a transactional sense has been 
identified above, but products have to be delivered to the retail store to be available for merchan-
dising and for sale. Logistics systems and logistics providers, therefore, may be key components of 
another set of business relationships (Fernie and Sparks 2014). As might be imagined, with product 
sourcing complexities, expansion in the number of stores and spatial breadth in many companies 
and the increased expectations of consumers with respect to product quality and availability, supply 
chain management has become more and more important. For many retailers, being in retailing 
is sufficient, and logistics systems are often outsourced to these logistics services providers. Whilst 
many vehicles are seen on roads carrying retailer logos and livery, most of them are owned and 
operated by contractual logistics services partners.

These relationships in the supply chain can be critical to the nature of the retail performance. In 
recent years companies such as Zara and H&M, and in different ways Asos.com and Primark, have 
redefined the parameters of the fashion supply chain. The advent of ‘fast fashion’, with an emphasis 
on speed through the supply chain from design to production to purchase, has forced relationships 
and competitors to change (Bhardwaj and Fairhurst 2010). When Zara’s supply chain is measured 
in days and weeks, other retailers with slower chains, e.g. months and years, will inevitably fall 
behind in consumer popularity.

Customer relationships have become increasingly important to retailers. Historically, whilst 
retailers were in competition with each other on a local level, customers were less mobile and less 
volatile or promiscuous in their patronage. As a result, there was a degree of certainty or relation-
ship with the local store or local co-operative. As consumers changed behaviours and utilised their 
increased mobility and choice (including most recently via online shopping), so retailers have been 
less able to depend on certainty of demand. In such circumstances, large retailers have tried to 
identify, brand and get to know their customers.

One of the main mechanisms for the development of this relationship has been the ‘loyalty’ 
scheme or card. These have been enormously popular with some retailers and attempt to build a 
relationship with individual customers. The depth of this relationship may often be exaggerated, 
but retailers hope that by being a member of a company loyalty scheme, the customer will behave 
more loyally and shop around less. In turn, the retailer gains data on which to base strategic and 
tactical decision-making. For this knowledge and potential change in behaviour, retailers give 
customers some reward, usually a small dividend on purchase volume, but occasionally rights to 
buy products from a catalogue or to use their points in other ways. The modern loyalty card is 
a product both of consumer change and technology development. In essence, large retailers are 
using systems to identify customers. This is a practice or advantage that the best local retailers have 
almost instinctively. But, the advent of cheap but large computer systems has enabled large retailers 
to replicate these advantages.
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There are many large loyalty card schemes across the world. In the UK Boots the Chemist’s 
Advantage Card has almost 18 million active cardholders and is used in 60 per cent of sales transac-
tions in the company. The Tesco Clubcard scheme (Humby et al. 2003) has probably 15 million 
members in the UK (it also operates in some other countries) and has been credited with helping 
the retailer attain a dominant market position. The information received on purchase patterns has 
been vital in adjusting the product, store and other offers and in targeted and micro-marketing 
activities. The data to some extent is the heart of the business strategy.

Other retailers have not been so convinced by the idea or practice of loyalty cards. Their argu-
ment is that it is an expensive way to learn about consumer behaviour, provides only partial data 
and does not really engender loyalty per se. Businesses such as Sainsbury, Asda, Morrisons and the 
Co-operative Group have at different times switched their views on the value of such schemes. 
The evidence, however, would seem to point to loyalty schemes being successful when managed 
and integrated fully with the business.

The consumer focus that a loyalty scheme can bring allows retailers to track mobile consum-
ers as they shop in different ways across the company. Thus, for example, as Tesco has developed 
their various formats and channels (e.g. Metro, Express, Extra, Direct, Homeplus, Telecoms, etc.) 
so the Clubcard can be used as the connective mechanism to track consumers and their patterns 
of shopping. Such data, whilst somewhat problematic in both privacy and practical terms at the 
individual level (e.g. see Smith and Sparks 2004), does allow a strong degree of segmentation and 
a fuller understanding of actual and potential behaviours (Humby et al. 2003).

This loyalty relationship has been challenged in the last few years as consumers have become 
more volatile in their behaviours, driven by a combination of technology change, consumer priori-
ties and the recession. So mobile shopping demands more from retailers and makes obtaining data 
about all patterns of behaviour more problematic (though retailers and others are catching up to 
this). The renewed and enhanced focus on price, as seen in the rise of discounters and retailers such 
as Poundland and Aldi, has provided a more fundamental test of loyalty behaviour.

Merchandising and selling

For many outside retailing, selling is often viewed as the same as retailing; selling is, however, one 
component of the retail operation. Selling itself varies of course, with the move to self-service 
in many product categories and retailers reducing the role of direct sales personnel in the store. 
In other retailers, the product knowledge and sales skills of the staff are critical in the delivery of 
customer service and the repeat patronage of consumers. The art and science of selling and the 
quality of the sales staff are of fundamental importance for much business success. In other situ-
ations, the lack of quality or knowledge of the staff acts as a negative influence on consumers. 
Online, the nature of selling is different again, reflecting visual and other descriptors, availability 
and the delivery of service promises.

Store and selling design varies enormously by situation (Underhill 1999). The emphasis on 
design, staff knowledge and staff competency may be vital in some situations, but of no conse-
quence in others. The retail offer has become more disparate overall, as retailers have attempted 
to match their offer to the demands of the customer. Some stores are dramatic (e.g. Abercrombie 
& Fitch, Girl Heaven), some are functional (e.g. Aldi or Lidl), others playful (e.g. Build-A-Bear, 
Disney or REI). Some have many staff selling; others simply have takers of money. All, however, 
are based on retailers’ understanding of what works with their customers.

Store-based selling has its own distinctive characteristics. How the product is merchandised and 
the ways in which design and display interact are important to attracting consumers and obtaining 
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their custom. As a result, much effort is expended in laying out the store and in ensuring that products 
are presented appropriately. This presentation includes aspects of visual display, as well as essential 
product information. Depending on the product lines involved and the approach of the retailer, such 
merchandising may be of lesser or greater importance. Even in supposedly simple retailer situations, 
e.g. markets, product display can be sophisticated and help consumers make choices amongst ‘stores’ 
and products. Online retailers have similar selling objectives, but a different set of tasks and expecta-
tions to manage, with technological developments enhancing the potential interaction on the screen. 
Increasingly, these online attributes of enhanced visuality and interaction are being introduced into 
stores with plasma screens, touch panels, iPad displays, beacon guidance, real-time information, etc.

Store merchandising and display techniques condition the retail environment in every store. 
Some of the techniques are rather obvious and relatively easy to identify, whereas others are far 
more subtle and difficult to discern (Underhill 1999). Visual merchandising and design direct atten-
tion and movement by leading customers around and through the merchandise. ‘Hot spots’ in the 
store are created to ‘drag’ people through the shop and grab their attention. Lighting, music and 
visual effects are used in some stores to alter the mood of sections of shops. Colour is used to cre-
ate an environment or an image. Touch is encouraged to exploit the tactile senses. Even smells are 
used to evoke responses, whether perfume, cosmetics or coffee and fresh bread. Some designs and 
displays may be organised to recreate remembered activities or past situations and provoke posi-
tive responses. In short, stores are not abstract collections of products, but rather managed selling 
environments designed to stimulate customer reactions and purchase. Fashion chains are often very 
good at this, e.g. Hollister. Possibly some of the most managed, yet involving, retail environments 
are found in flagship stores (Kozinets et al. 2002; Borghini et al. 2009; Kent and Brown 2009), 
especially of the fashion houses. For example, in Nike Town all aspects of the environment are 
managed to create a mix of a store, museum and interactive play zone (Sherry 1998; Peñaloza 
1999). To fit with such an approach, employees and design have to support the brand marketing 
at every stage.

The state of the retail world

The description so far of the process of retailing has pointed to both the major functional areas of 
retail business activity and to some of the changes that have been taking place in the sector, and 
their implications for consumers (see also Clarke 2000; Clarke et al. 2006; Jackson et al. 2006). 
These can be summarised into a number of key issues.

First, recent decades have seen an enormous change in the location of retailing. Retailing 
takes place now in very different locations than previously. There has been a broad trend of 
decentralisation of retail locations and the rise of superstores and shopping centres. Other emerg-
ing retail locations include sports stadia (e.g. Manchester United Superstore), hospitals, airports 
(e.g. Heathrow) and museums or heritage sites (e.g. Britannia shop at Ocean Terminal, Leith). 
Less planned activities occur in open-air markets, car-boot sales, farmers markets, some charity 
shops and other, sometimes transient, events, e.g. pop-up shops. Retailing locations today have 
been transformed away from the high street and even the shopping centre.

Second, there has been an alteration in the formats through which retailing takes place. Shops 
and shopping today are not like the shops and shopping of previous times (e.g. Walsh 2011), and 
retailer strategies have become more segmented. Sainsbury, amongst others, has reacted to consumer 
change by developing and operating a range of format/locational store types. They differ in scale, 
design, technique and approach. Halfords has three store formats and sizes (Super, High St, Metro) 
to capture different consumers and/or different shopping patterns. Much effort has been expanded 
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by large retailers to develop and transform the small shop as part of their corporate approach to 
retailing, as, for example, in Tesco. Even in catalogue retailing this format change has occurred, with 
the decline of the huge, agency, Grattans-style catalogue and its replacement by narrowly targeted 
‘specialogues’, e.g. Artigiano, Toast, Cotton Traders or retailer brand channels, e.g. Next Directory. 
The online channel adds another dimension to shopping and the idea of what a shop is.

Third, retailers have increased in scale and power. They have grown enormously in size, often 
being larger than the manufacturers who supply them. Even in a short span of time, the scale of 
growth is remarkable (Table 25.5). UK retailing is dominated by these large and often food-based 
businesses. Through their scale, they can reorganise various relationships to suit themselves. This 
scale of operation brings practical and financial benefits to the business. The scale has increased 

Table 25.5 The UK’s largest retailers 1990/1 and 2013.

(a) 2013

Rank Name UK sales 
(billion pounds)

UK stores 
(number) 

UK sales area 
(million sq. ft)

1 Tesco 64.82 2,948 37.59
2 J. Sainsbury 23.30 1,106 20.34
3 ASDA* 22.80 565 20.96
4 Morrisons 18.11 498 13.42
5 Kingfisher Group 10.57 1,025 59.85
6 Marks & Spencer 10.02 1,253 22.48
7 Co-operative Group 7.44 2,816 10.78
8 Alliance Boots 6.54 2,476 8.54
9 Home Retail Group 5.47 748 2.74

10 John Lewis Partnership 3.04 40 4.58

* Owned by Wal-Mart

(b) 1990/1

Rank Name UK sales 
(billion pounds)

UK stores UK sales area 
(million sq. ft)

1 J. Sainsbury 6.84 369 10.06
2 Tesco 6.35 384 9.66
3 Marks & Spencer 4.89 288 9.47
4 Argyll Group* 4.49 1,113 8.37
5 ASDA 4.34 365 10.27
6 Isosceles** 3.11 758 7.31
7 Kingfisher 3.11 2,095 19.20
8 Boots the Chemist 2.98 2,266 N/A
9 John Lewis Partnership 1.97 116 3.51

10 Sears 1.87 3,432 N/A

Notes: * Argyll Group became Safeway, which merged with Morrisons; ** Isosceles became Somerfield, which was taken over 
by The Co-operative Group.

Source: 1990/1 from Retail Intelligence/Mintel The UK Retail Rankings, 1992. Data for 2013 downloaded from www.
retaileconomics.co.uk/top10-retailers.asp on the 8 October 2014.
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to another level, with major mergers or takeovers on the international stage, e.g. Wal-Mart of 
Woolco in Canada and Asda in the UK; the merger of Carrefour and Promodes in France; and the 
expansion of other retailers across the world.

The world’s leading retailers are now amongst some of the biggest organisations around and 
have an increasingly international approach (Dawson et al. 2003, 2006; Dawson and Mukoyama 
2014). It is not just the scale of these retail organisations that is remarkable but the breadth of 
their business in spatial terms. This is shown in Table 25.6 which lists the largest retailers in the 
world in 2012 (the latest date for comparable data), the fastest growing over the last five years 
and the top e-retailers. The scale of Wal-Mart is immediately notable, as is the dominance of 
US-based retailers in the listing of largest retailers. This reflects the size of their national mar-
ket. Table 25.6 also shows the different approach to internationalisation adopted by US and 
European firms. The listing of fastest growing retailers is more diverse than the largest ten, 
with retailers from many countries, although again the US is prevalent. This listing shows also 
that convenience and food chains have been developing rapidly, although probably the most 
notable companies are Apple and Amazon, neither of which would have been seen as a retailer 
even a few years ago. Amazon also appears in the final part of Table 25.6, which lists the largest 
e-retailers in the world. Table 25.6 again highlights the scale from the US but also the presence 
of traditional as well as new retailers. Three of the companies are pure-play online retailers, 
whereas others are multi-channel.

The first and third parts of Table 25.6 also draw attention to internationalisation. Traditional 
store-based internationalisation has increasingly been supplemented and/or replaced by online 
international retailing, with country specific sites or the ability to purchase and ship interna-
tionally. This adds other dimensions to competition and scale as well as to the operational 
practicalities.

It needs to be noted, however, that internationalisation is not always easy and successful. 
Indeed, failures and market exits are surprisingly common (Burt et al. 2004), even with high 
profile businesses. In 2006 Wal-Mart, for example, pulled out of Korea and Germany. Marks 
& Spencer endured a torrid exit from various markets in the early 2000s (Burt et al. 2002). 
Ahold, once one of the major ‘stars’ of grocery retailing internationalisation, has been forced 
to divest several markets (Wrigley and Currah 2003). Tesco has retrenched from the US, 
Japan and to an extent China in recent years. Various reasons behind these failures and exits 
can be put forward, but common themes include consumer acceptance of the transferability 
of store image across national boundaries and the required degree of format and product 
standardisation or adaptation (Salmon and Tordjman 1989). Conversely, companies that are 
seen to be locally embedded (Coe and Lee 2006, 2013; Wood et al. 2014) have a stronger 
chance of success.

Finally, there are obviously impacts of these trends. These impacts are felt at different levels. 
International activity affects the retail landscape at the local level. The nature of competition and 
availability is such that all elements of the retail sector interact and affect consumers everywhere. 
Who gains and loses from this local, national and international reconstruction of the retail land-
scape? There has to be concern about the quality of products available for people to buy, both in 
terms of what is available to them but also in terms of where it is made and under what condi-
tions. What future is there for the local, indigenous retailers and should they be protected from 
multinational retail entries? Retailing has changed and, whilst there have been major benefits 
of the new system there are dangers and problems as well (see the Special Issue edited by Coe 
(2014) for examples).



Table 25.6 World’s largest and fastest growing retailers.

(a)Largest in 2012

Rank Company Country of origin Retail sales (US$ 
billion in 2012)

Number of countries 
with stores

% revenue from 
foreign operations 

1 Wal-Mart USA 469.162 28 29
2 Tesco UK 101.269 13 34
3 Costco USA 99.137 9 28
4 Carrefour France 98.757 31 54
5 Kroger USA 96.751 1 0
6 Schwarz Germany 87.236 e 26 58
7 Metro Germany 85.832 32 62
8 Home Depot USA 74.754 5 11
9 Aldi Germany 73.035 e 17 59

10 Target USA 71.960 1 0

(b) Fastest growing 2007–2012

Rank Company Country of origin Retail sales (US$ 
billion in 2012)

Dominant format Top 
250 
rank

1 Jumbo Netherlands 8.950 Supermarket 114
2 Chongqing China 4.340 Department store 209
3 Steinhoff South Africa 7.952 Other speciality 125
4 Apple USA 18.828 Electronics speciality 50
5 Amazon USA 58.570 Non-store 16
6 OJSC Dixy Russia 4.752 Supermarket 192
7 OJSC Magnit Russia 14.424 Convenience/ forecourt 65
8 Bi-Lo USA 9.870 Supermarket 102
9 BiM Turkey 5.506 Discount store 167

10 China Resources Enterprise Hong Kong 10.754 Hypermarket/ superstore 93

(c) Top e-retailers 2012

Rank Company Country 
of origin

e-commerce sales (US$ 
billion in 2012)

e-commerce sales 
as % of total sales

Top 250 
rank

1 Amazon USA 51.733 100% 16
2 Apple USA 8.600 31.4% 50
3 Wal-Mart USA 7.500 1.6% 1
4 Otto Germany 7.410 57.1% 75
5 Beijing Jingdong China 6.663 100% 142
6 Tesco UK 4.761 4.7% 2
7 Liberty USA 4.397 43.9% 99
8 Dell USA 4.370 100% 207
9 Groupe Casino France 3.422 6.4% 20

10 Jia.com China 3.204 100% n/a

Source: Deloitte (2014), Global Powers of Retailing 2014: Retail Beyond Begins.
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Future retailing

The increasing scale of leading retailers is a good place to start any consideration of the future of 
retailing (Dawson 2000; Krafft and Mantrala 2006). Scale provides big benefits to retailers – if it 
is managed correctly. There are, however, dangers to huge scale. In particular, the management 
of retailing across continents and businesses is not a simple task. The pursuit of scale in retailing 
is likely to continue, but, as noted above, management has to be careful of how the organisation 
operates and relates to local consumers, as well as to consumer reactions.

Retailing in many countries may also be challenged by an oversupply of retail floor space and by 
turbulence in the environment. Retailing has gone through a period of major change. This process 
is not complete, and competition and volatility are ever-present in the market. For retailers, this 
is a major challenge. It is not helped by the tendency in recent decades to build more and more 
new stores in new locations. The retailing this ‘replaces’ remains to some degree. Some of the new 
developments were not well sited and/or were speculative development. Some of the ‘old’ space is 
simply left derelict. There is thus too much retail space, though conversely not enough high quality 
locations. Being in the right place at the right cost is a management headache.

In Western countries it has come to be realised that the changing patterns mean that some retail-
ers need far fewer stores to meet demands. The growth of the internet and changing consumer 
behaviours make fewer stores more sensible for some retailers, e.g. Top Shop, B&Q. In some loca-
tions this has led to a cascading removal of chain stores from high streets; the process of adjustment 
to this is only now getting underway. Many companies have downsized their store portfolios and 
are seeking to link multi-channel operations to their activities. This is proving a challenge for those 
involved in town centre management, high streets and other place-based activities (Dobson 2015).

Retail management and marketing is also concerned with the activities the company undertakes. 
The impact of these activities is now becoming a major consumer and governmental concern. 
Retailers are under pressure to improve their environmental and social awareness activities and to 
minimise adverse effects of their business. Concerns about global production and sourcing, labour 
practices and the need for adaptation to local situations are increasing. Ethical and environmental 
concerns are increasing and in some cases have resulted in legislation, e.g. carrier bag charges. Some 
environmental actions are clearly beneficial for retailers, e.g. energy reduction, with companies 
striving to build the most energy-efficient stores. Other actions, e.g. reduction of food miles, traffic 
light labelling of ‘unhealthy’ food, ‘Western’ wages in ‘Eastern’ factories, tobacco display control, 
alcohol selling hours, are more problematic. One thing is clear: the environmental issues of retail-
ing and consumers’ use of retailers is going to remain high on the future retail agenda.

Any discussion of the future of retailing has to consider the issue of the continued impact of 
e-retailing or internet shopping. In the run-up to 2000, there was both spectacular hype and then 
the equally spectacular fall of many internet operations. Both the hype and the fall were probably 
overdone. Profitable internet retailers exist and the sector continues to develop strongly as the data 
in Table 25.6 show. Two of the most visited UK retail internet sites are Tesco and Argos, both of 
whom have added e-retailing to their existing channels of operations, enabling them to increase 
their product and customer range. Amazon and eBay are major retail players in the UK. Some 
specialist operators, including quite small and local businesses, are doing well. Many retailers would 
now describe themselves as multi-channel or even omni-channel. Whilst there seems to be an 
appetite in the UK and elsewhere for the internet as a shopping medium, the true extent to which 
it will eventually challenge, complement or replace existing retailing remains open to question. 
Though, as Figure 25.1 shows, there has been a relentless rise thus far in the UK, and many busi-
nesses are predicting 20 per cent of sales via the internet by 2020.
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Figure 25.1 UK internet retail sales as a percentage of total retail sales.

Source: ONS retail sales data.
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One of the reasons why the full impact of e-retailing is as yet undecided is that there remain 
issues about the form and functions that need to be performed and the costs of these. Some have 
developed pure internet-based operations, e.g. amazon.co.uk. Others initially developed an inter-
net operation on the back of existing activity, but with specialist picking facilities, e.g. Sainsbury. 
Tesco chose to add the internet channel to their existing store-based operation and to initially 
focus picking of orders and delivery from local stores. With the expanded ranges now provided 
online, they now also use their distribution network for picking and delivery of non-store carried 
products. Where volumes have proved to be too high for local stores to cope with, e.g. in highly 
dense urban networks, some so-called ‘dark stores’ have been opened. These focus on picking for 
internet delivery only and do not serve ‘real’ customers in the store. Click and Collect has proved a 
huge success for many retailers, linking online with the physical store network, or with collection 
lockers. These different models may be suitable in different circumstances, though concern in all 
cases remains about the mechanics (and profitability) of picking and delivery.

A good example of the ways in which retailers are having to think more about how they service 
customers via the internet comes from the citation for Asos when they won the Grand Prix Prize 
at the Hermes Retail Week Supply Chain Awards 2014:

Asos has pushed back the next-day delivery cut-off from 9pm to 10pm; extended its even-
ing next-day delivery service to service 99 per cent of customers seven days a week; offered a 
next-day delivery to Collect+ stores option if ordered by 6pm; and become an early adopter 
of DPD’s Follow My Parcel 15 minute delivery window.

The judges commented that, ‘(Asos) has delivered record-breaking peak volumes and customer 
experiences in both fulfilment and returns, not to mention pioneering market-leading delivery 
propositions all over the world’ (Retail Week 10 October 2014: 43).

The internet has become an important factor in shopping and retailing in the UK and else-
where. Whilst much depends on what is included in retail sales over the internet, the increase has 
been sustained and remarkable, both for individual retailers and overall (Figure 25.1). Individual 
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retailers see most of their growth coming from the internet and have worked hard to seamlessly 
integrate their systems and activities. Internet sales are, however, but one component of this 
shifting arena; social media has become a major space for discussions, interactions, complaints, 
marketing, branding, launches, shows and so on. Increasingly, retailers are expected to be engaged 
in real and virtual activities.

However, this is not without concern for retailers. As retailers are challenged more across plat-
forms and as volatile, restless and demanding consumers seek out what satisfies them, so too the 
control and power in the situation inexorably moves more towards the consumer and the range of 
services and options has to more closely fit individual consumer’s needs. Consumers are perhaps 
more in control of the retail channel than ever before.

Summary

This chapter set out to introduce the subject and context of retailing. Retailing has undergone 
major change in form and to some extent function in recent decades. Components of this include:

 • growth of particular organisational types;
 • dominance of the market by major multiple retailers who continue to grow in scale;
 • increasing internationalisation of retailing activity;
 • a variety of responses to the changing consumer patterns of demand;
 • an increasing professionalisation of management, including marketing, in many retail businesses;
 • growing integration of internet retailing and shopping activities.

Retailing is a major component of the economies of many countries. Individuals experience retail-
ing every day through their shopping activity. It has come to hold a higher place in people’s minds, 
as it has been transformed from a functional sector providing necessities to one that provides a 
range of experiences and opportunities. With its close understanding of consumers, retailing con-
tinues to change and fascinate in equal measure. Retailers’ practice of marketing has similarly to 
adapt to these new realities.
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