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Abstract

This thesis sheds new light upon a socially significant, complex and multi-dimensional occupation
largely hidden from public view. UK food and grocery retail buyers influence our consumer choices,
what we eat, our finances, and the wider environment from which the products they select and buy
on behalf of UK food and grocery retailers originate. Little has been written about their occupation
and the vocational education and training (VET) which educates these key employees in a sector of
the UK economy estimated to be worth £190.3 billion (IGD, 2018).

This thesis analyses factors of on and off the job learning that might inform occupational knowledge,
standards, and competencies for the education and training needs of UK food and grocery retail
buyers. It draws from the perceptions and lived experiences of a unique sample of thirteen practising
and former buyers from top 10 UK retailers. Documentary analysis further supports a research design
including an original conceptual framework combining human capital theory with conceptualisations
of on and off the job learning (Sfard, 1998), performance (Appelbaum, 2000), and pedagogy (Nind, et
al., 2016) used to thematically analyse data from semi-structured interviews.

Key findings reveal the differing relevance of on and off the job learning to buyer performance which
evolves over the working lives and changing career statuses of buyers. The findings extend from
participant perceptions that depict contradictory notions to conventions of post-16 education and
qualifications yet paradoxically suggest, post-16 qualifications may become a necessity for future
entry to the buying occupation. The common ground of a two-year period of, “learning to survive”
initial buyer training is defined by participants and linked to notions of self-interest, achievement
(McClelland, 1961) and expectancy (Vroom, 1964) that may underpin early-career buyers’ motivation
not to choose off the job learning activities, and which may shape enduring on the job learning
mindsets. Further key findings expose a highly competitive occupation fuelled by perceptions of the
relative economic status of different product ranges buyers buy and which may be viewed as a proxy
for buyer competency. Contrasting ideas of the buyer as an enthusiast and the buyer as caretaker of
the product ranges they buy are also advanced as indicative notions of what makes a good buyer.
Additionally, the use of social learning methods by retail organisations to offset mid-career buyer
learning motivations, largely dismissive of off the job learning is advanced alongside evidence of why
attaining managerial status as a buyer is marked by greater levels of buyer engagement with off the
job learning opportunities.

This thesis identifies extensive opportunities to better understand, accelerate and enhance buyer
learning, especially in the areas of corporate social responsibility and pre-entry occupational
knowledge and curriculum development. It introduces a conceptual framework that may offer a
useful method for investigating VET in comparable competitive, fast-moving occupational
environments. This thesis also makes the case for greater cooperation between competing individual,
organisational and state actors to further develop and support occupational knowledge and learning
across the working lives of UK food and grocery retail buyers.
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Chapter One: Introduction

Section 1. Buying and the retail context an occupational overview of the UK food and
grocery buyer

Still today, I’'m not quite sure that my family understands what | do! It’s almost like a hidden
role within retail. You don’t think of a person being behind the shelf as it were.

(Josh, UK food and grocery retail buyer, 2018)
Mostly hidden from public consciousness, “behind the shelf as it were” there is a community of people
who practise the art of retail food and grocery buying in the UK. These people influence our consumer
choices, what we eat, our finances, and the wider environment from which the products they buy on
behalf of UK food and grocery retailers originate. This then raises intrigue which has led me to question
why, to the best of my knowledge, so very little has been publicly researched or written about their
occupation. In particular, on the subject of the vocational education and training (VET) and learning
pathways that informs and educates those who have been described as the, “brains” (Co-operative

Group, 2017) behind the UK retail food and grocery sector: The UK food and grocery retail buyer.

In this chapter | will first introduce the broad UK retail context in which food and grocery buyers
operate. This then leads to a definition of what is meant by the term, groceries and in so doing | locate
the UK food and grocery buyer within the strategic context of the UK food and grocery retail
environment. Examples of primary and secondary sources of data obtained from semi-structured
interviews, corporate documentation and UK Government policy have been used to then depict a
contemporary representation of the UK food and grocery buyer and explain how the buying
occupation fits within the broader context of the UK grocery retail process and supply chain. | will
then advance the social importance of the UK retail grocery buying occupation as a subject of VET and
learning research. This preludes an introduction to the origins and inspiration for this research and
the research questions, which through the perceptions and experiences of UK retail buyers
themselves, have sought to identify and better understand factors of on and off the job VET and

learning which might inhibit or enhance the performance of UK food and grocery buyers.
The retail context: a unique role in the fabric of British social and economic life

The background of this research is contextually bound to the UK’s food and grocery retail sector.
Grossing estimated annual sales valued at £190.3bn and with a growth trajectory forecasted to reach
£218.9bn by 2023 (IGD, 2018) food and grocery retailing in the UK is undoubtedly big business. But,
its influence and impact in the prevailing social conditions of the UK venture far beyond economic
measures. Indeed, the British Retail Consortium (BRC) claims that more generally retail, “is making a

massive contribution to the very fabric of our society” (BRC, 2018, p. 2), a claim not without some
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justification. The retail centric nature of the UK provides a significant stimulus to the UK employment
market, a factor which offers us a prime example of its social force. Collectively, retailing is the largest
private-sector employer in the UK and can, for many people, mark the first steps into the world of
work. Indeed, many of us can relate to stereotypical, but familiar notions of that first Job, stocking
shelves and serving customers on the shop floor or on the checkout at the local grocery store. So,
retailing performs an important social service to the employment prospects of the UK workforce and
is a palpable feature of daily life for all the three million people the sector employs in the UK (BRC,
2018, p. 1). Even if we are not occupationally employed within the vast ranks of its workforce, the
food and grocery retail sector in the UK is a tangible social phenomenon, most commonly experienced
by the masses of the UK population as consumers, from whom it is hard to conceal that many of our
own day to day product choices and social habits can be traced to the doors of leading food and
grocery retail outlets which carry household names like: Tesco, Sainsbury’s, Asda and Wm Morrison.
Whether we now choose to shop online, in store, late at night or early in the morning it is not difficult
for us to think of at least one point in our daily lives when our thoughts and deliberations do not turn

to the routine, or pleasure of acquiring our food and grocery supplies.
Beyond a nation of shopkeepers

So accustomed is the UK population’s relationship with food and grocery retailing, over simplistic
notions that depict the UK as a nation of shopkeepers fail to fully express grocery retailing’s
socioeconomic influence. Of course, the once traditional visit to the local grocery store or supermarket
now encompasses the progressive convenience of a click on the internet which, according to Rhodes
(2018, p. 11), “has not resulted in a simple substitution of physical shopping for online shopping” and
has helped fuel the growth of an interconnected supply chain of: manufacturers, consumer brands,
agriculture, farming and the fisheries, supply chain transportation and logistics, warehousing,
construction, media, and information technology. All of these connected functions and more, play an
integral role in an immense and complex web of commerce and industry that keeps the UK’s food and
grocery sector ‘open all hours’. And, all of which are in most part, reliant on a relationship that hinges
on the food and grocery retail sector’s creativity and success in providing the channels, formats,

mechanisms and services which provide for the ever-changing needs of UK consumers.

At this point | have resisted temptation to offer a lengthy foreword account of the structure, history,
culture and potential direction of the UK food and grocery retail sector, choosing instead to provide
relatable insight throughout the following chapters and pages of this thesis. This | hope, will serve to
provide a useful and contextual running narrative throughout. Furthermore, and as | will later define,

the scope of this research, cannot adequately allow for a discussion of the changing complexities and
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discourse associated with getting food and grocery products into the shopping baskets and homes of
the UK consumer. | propose, this would be better addressed by complementary or specific research
into the adequacy of the operational processes and practices of the sector. Recognition is given
therefore to the limits in which this research can apply credit to many of the agents and the vast

operational network associated with the UK grocery retail sector as a whole.

In focussing on food and grocery buyers therefore, my intent is to not discount or in any way
understate the contribution of the army of grocery retail’s employees, their related occupations or
the sectors consumers for whom | have the utmost respect. Rather, it is my intent to single-out and
raise awareness of a retail occupation that can be found, situated at the very centre of grocery retailing
in the UK and to straightaway introduce you to the subjects of learning this research seeks to better
understand: retail food and grocery buyers and the retail grocery buying occupation. First, to avoid
repetition and enhance the syntax throughout this thesis, where | refer to ‘buyer’ or ‘buyers’ without
further statement or clarification, | mean this to reflect a collective term for, UK retail food and grocery

buyer[s].
What do we mean by Groceries?

Before | go on to give an overview of the buyer and the buying occupation, | will first define what is
included in the term, groceries. In so doing, connecting buyers and their occupational activities to the
specific strategic retail sector in which they operate on behalf of, and in alignment with their
respective organisational trading structures, resources, corporate and commercial objectives and
values. My chosen definition draws from The Grocery Supplies Code of Practice (GSCOP) (2009).
GSCOP is a legally binding code of compliance imposed by the UK Government relating to how the top
ten UK food and grocery retailers should manage supplier relationships. It is a definition that has also
been adopted by some retail analysts to define and categorise the constituent parts of the UK food
and grocery sector:
Groceries means food (other than that sold for consumption in the store) pet food, drinks
(alcoholic and non-alcoholic, other than that sold for consumption in the store), cleaning
products, toiletries and household goods, but excludes petrol, clothing, DIY products, financial
services, pharmaceuticals, newspapers, magazines, greetings cards, CDs, DVDs, videos and
audio tapes, toys, plants, flowers, perfumes, cosmetics, electrical appliances, kitchen

hardware, gardening equipment, books, tobacco and tobacco products and Grocery shall be
construed accordingly;

(GSCOP, 2009, p. 3)
A closer look at the above definition signposts the diversity of product categories which are
represented and noticeably, those which are not. Exclusions to the definition represent what may be

considered the, bolt on product categories traditionally stocked by independent retail sectors and
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signifies the growing diversification and progression of product ranges in recent times of UK food and

grocery retailers.

UK food and grocery retailers select, develop and produce ranges of category related products of
variable specification, quality and price for resale across what the UK’s largest food and grocery
retailer, Tesco succinctly describe as a, “range of channels — from small shops to large shops and our
on-line business” (Tesco, 2018, p. 12). Tesco’s rather concise description underplays a multiple system
of store formats and channels designed to commercially profit by providing consumers with groceries
matched to serve the perceived needs of meticulously researched demographic profiles of differing
communities within the geographic setting of the UK. Tesco are not alone in operating a multi-format,
multi-channel strategy. Indeed, all the top 10 UK grocery retailers employ multi-channel formats and
occupy multiple retail locations on a regional or national scale synonymous with the commonly used
term, multiple retailer. Store formats range from smaller local convenience stores typically
merchandising approximately 4000 cross category selected products to larger and more extensively
merchandised superstores of approximately 60,000 sq. feet of selling space that feature ranges often
totalling more than 17000 products. The current dominance of this traditional brick-based retailing
format prevails but, the emergence of online retailing channels in recent times suggests a growing
trend in the retail landscape which is turning away from bricks to clicks and which will signal further

significant change in grocery retailing over the coming decades.
The UK retail food and grocery buyer: an occupational overview

Often referred to as ‘traders’, buyers are central to product sourcing, selection and buying of food and
grocery products for resale in and across the multi store formats and channels previously introduced.
Generally operating from within the central office trading function of their respective organisation,
grocery buyers work cross functionally and are an integral part of a wider decision-making unit or
team which forms part of the commercial engine room of the multiple retailer. As | will uncover in the
following pages, the occupational profile of a buyer varies according to the trading structure,
resources and culture of the employing organisation and, according to the seniority, status and

accountability designated to any buying role.

Nonetheless, to help set broad parameters from which to provide and proceed with a general basis of
understanding of the occupational role and accountabilities of the buyer, | have again drawn from
GSCOP (2009) which provides two key definitions that distinguish between buying operational and

managerial responsibilities from which this research will extend:
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a. Primary Buyer means, in relation to any individual Supplier the employee within the Retailer’s
Buying Team who are responsible from time to time for the day to day buying functions of the
Retailer in respect of that individual Supplier.

b. Senior Buyer means, in relation to any individual Supplier, an employee or employees within
the Retailer’s Buying Team who manage the Primary Buyer or Primary Buyers for that Supplier
(or is otherwise at a higher level than the Primary Buyer(s) within the management structure
of the Retailer)

(GSCOP, 2009, p. 4)

It is acknowledged that the GSCOP definition is broad and does not account for all the terms used and
referenced in this thesis which will denote the different statuses and job titles given to buyers and
senior buyers that can be associated with general stages in their career. It is important to emphasise
these distinctions early because this thesis examines the VET and leaning pathways of buying from
pre-entry to the occupation and throughout each career stage of the working lives of buyers. At points
in this thesis therefore references will be made that denote different buyer status rather than their
general role or responsibility as set out under GSCOP. The following table is given below to identify
the specific terms used to denote buyer status linked to the general career stages of the buying

occupation.

Table 1.0 Buyer status and general occupational career stages

Buyer status General career stage Comments

Potential buyer status | Pre-entry to occupation This status may include candidates with
some or no previous retail experience and
some or no previous post-16 qualifications.
Trainee buyer status Initial period of training to | Under the GSCOP definition, trainee buyer
becoming a buyer status is incorporated under the Primary
Buyer definition. Assistant buyer is also a
common status linked to this career stage.
Buyer status Post-initial training As defined under the GSCOP definition. The
term, trader, is often used interchangeably
at this career stage.

Senior buyer status Managerial As defined under the GSCOP definition.
There are various job titles that will be used
in this thesis that are associated with this
status and career stage:

Trading manager

Trading director

Senior trading director

Group commercial director

Group trading director
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The commercial expert

To further depict the buyer and the UK food and grocery retail buying occupation | have utilised
secondary data sources acquired through investigation of UK retailer organisational literature and,
primary sources obtained from statements provided in semi-structured interviews conducted with
buyers, senior buyers and retail strategists in the conduct of this research. Which taken together,
reveals a mosaic of the strategic and day to day activities and routines useful in formulating what |
submit to be a broad contemporary representation of the buying occupation and useful as a guide to
the remainder of this thesis, one that largely portrays buyers as:

The commercial expert for a group of products in relation to product knowledge, supply base,

industry matters and competitor position.

(Sainsbury’s, 2012)
According to Tesco:

Buying is about planning, developing, sourcing and selling a great range of products that our
customers want to buy. We work closely with our supplier partners to make sure that our
customers get our products at the right price, value and through a range of channels — giving
them the choice they want and need. A buyer’s job is to consider all the factors when making
decisions, including customer demand, market trends, competitor ranging and activity, plus
financial implications.

(Tesco, 2019)
As such, buyers are pivotal retail employees, found behind the planning and delivery of joint business
and category objectives and accountable for category profit and loss. They take primary responsibility
for leading negotiations, steering commercial trading relationships and formulating and managing
supply agreements with suppliers of grocery products. Significantly, buyers are assigned authority to
initiate the spending of money on the inventory of goods for resale on behalf of grocery retail
organisations making them, “important people for their employers” (Lewis & Arnold, 2012, p. 452).
The economic importance attached to the buying occupation is underlined by a participant in this
research, Kate a senior retail strategy director at a top 10 UK retailer who explained:

If an organisation is not getting as good buying terms as its competitors, it’s structurally

disadvantaged. So, it is vital that you are performing at least at the rate of the market,
otherwise you are going to struggle

(Kate)
A duty to uphold codes of practice
Thus, buyers are integral, hands on agents whom, by the authority vested in them to buy, effectively
control large proportions of the cost base of retail organisations and embody the economic power of

the UK grocery retailer with both national and global supply bases. That is not to say buyers are not

19



bound to comply with guidelines laid down in respective corporate governance, trading practice policy
and obligations to UK Government regulations linked to GSCOP (2009). Indeed, all designated UK
grocery retailers have a duty to provide grocery buyer training on the requirements of the code, “at
least once each calendar year” (GSCOP, 2009, p. 8). Transgressions of the code can be reported by
suppliers and, non-compliance can be subject to monitoring, adjudication and enforcement of code

related penalties by the Groceries Code Adjudicator (GCA).

Publicly at least, the buying occupation is portrayed by UK retailers as a conduit aspiring to ethical, fair

and transparent trading practices and relationships with suppliers. An occupational approach which is

evident in much of the corporate information researched and typified by the example given below:
Our buyers spend their days spotting trends, working on global deals with Walmart, and
creating strong partnerships with the suppliers they find. Not only does it improve the

relationships we have with our suppliers, it means we can negotiate the best deals, making
savings that we can pass on to our customers.

(Asda, 2019)

Buying and selling

The available corporate literature obtained and discussed in the following chapter, makes it plain that
striving to attain lower costs is undoubtedly a primary objective closely associated with occupational
buying activity and corporate economic performance. However, images of buyers arm wrestling with
suppliers to get the best rate is perhaps considered to be a kind of blunt tactic and a more nuanced
picture of the contemporary grocery buying occupation is evident, one which emphasises the value
of, “managing the downstream cost of doing business” (Sainsbury’s, 2012). Thus, placing occupational
emphasis on mastering broader occupational subtleties linked to improving efficiencies by driving cost
out of the end-to-end process of getting grocery products from supplier to customer. These cost
attentive buying activities transfer economic impacts to the UK consumer. Most notably in the form
of retail selling prices consumers pay at the checkouts and is one example by which the socioeconomic
significance of the occupation can be advanced. More broadly so, if we consider the wider effects of
rising and falling retail prices on the consumer, food and grocery suppliers, manufacturers and

ultimately the UK economy.

Managing the relationship between cost of goods and the retail selling price is therefore a routine but
important buying activity, essential in attaining corporate pricing strategies that achieve competitively
priced products for consumers and targeted sales and profit performance levels for the retailer. This
is not an easy occupational balance to achieve, particularly so when we consider and, as this retailer

points out, “products don’t sell themselves” (Sainsbury’s, 2012).

20



Buyers must therefore balance sourcing, selecting, developing and managing cost related buying
activities with mutually supporting, selling activities that will optimise trading intensities and customer
satisfaction. Selective range assortment, structured and competitive pricing, effective product
merchandising, strength of promotional offer and supporting marketing events and activities provide
typical examples of occupational selling activities and tactics bound to occupational practice. All
require significant levels of customer and competitor insight and analysis, careful planning,
coordination and execution in consultation cross function. Accordingly, Information Technology (IT)
can be found to be increasingly intertwined with buying practice and process and, as | will later discuss,
the growing levels of computerisation and the rise of, cyber physical systems (Avis, 2018) suggest an
increasing emphasis on the importance of data generation and analysis that informs the complex

relationship between corporate and category objectives with consumer and social issues and trends.

Grocery buying and Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR)
The big issues and trends prevalent within the local and wider socioeconomic, political and
environmental spheres play a crucial role in the way retailers go about their business. Environmental
campaigners, Greenpeace (2019) are amongst the most outspoken and high-profile critics of UK
supermarket chains, for example in challenging the role they are perceived to play in the plastic
pollution problem facing the environment with headlines claiming:

Supermarkets contribute a minimum of 59 billion pieces of single-use plastic to our plastic

pollution problem each year. We investigated which supermarkets are working towards
reducing their impact and which ones are not.

(Greenpeace, 2019)
The joint survey and report produced by the, Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA) and
Greenpeace (2019) titled; Checking out on plastics A survey of UK supermarkets’ plastic habits, leaves
readers in no doubt that they believe UK supermarkets need to do more to help reverse plastic
pollution. Indeed, the Greenpeace website (2019) publishes a league table which they claim ranks the
UK’s leading supermarket’s plastic policies. | am not suggesting food and grocery buyers are the
responsible agents for the type of environmental issues Greenpeace pose but, more than most, buyers
have a big say in what supermarkets stock on their shelves and how they are packaged. Thus, a
considerable degree of occupational emphasis is placed on understanding the ethical and
environmental responsibilities connected with the supply of food and grocery products and its wider

social impact.

Of course, the plastic pollution problem provides a highly topical example and further analysis of
Corporate Social Responsibility (CSR) reports obtained from most of the top 10 UK retailers reveals

the much broader extent of political, economic, social and environmental issues they face. Indeed,
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research by, Souza-Monteiro & Hooker, (2017, p. 658), “Comparing UK food retailers corporate social
responsibility strategies” concluded, “CSR strategies are increasingly being used by food businesses to

not only improve firms’ goodwill and reputation but also as competitive tools” (2017, p. 671).

These reports reveal the wide-range of initiatives carried out by UK grocery retailers across
environmental, community, employment, public health and safety, animal welfare and fair-trade
related issues. Public scrutiny and emphasis on such issues directly influence and inform the way food
and grocery buyers buy. For example, the UK’s fourth largest multiple grocery retailer, Wm Morrison
(2019 p. 11), make clear their corporate support to British Farmers and, Asda (2019) emphasise their

commitment to reduce food waste, “by 20% by 2025 and halve it by 2030”.
As the Co-Operative group point out, their grocery buyers:

Know they can buy products that have a positive impact on people in their community and
further afield. And being the brains behind such worthwhile purchases is why our buyers love
their jobs.

(The Co-Operative Group, 2017).
Buying food and groceries for UK retail organisations carries not just a commercial responsibility but
perhaps more importantly a social responsibility. As | have explained, the relationship between the
UK food and grocery buyer, corporate performance and the wider socio-economic and environmental

context is an evident feature of an occupation that increasingly matters.
Buyer routines

The previous pages have so far introduced the broad purpose and consequences of the buying role.
To introduce the reader to a general picture of the typical activities, routines and responsibilities of a
food and grocery buyer the following table (1.1) is given. Buyer’s routines are numerous; therefore,
details are not given as a universal representation but have been extracted and adapted from a
combination of job specifications and corporate information obtained from three of the top four food

and grocery retailers in the UK.

Table 1.1. General routines and tasks of a buyer

Routine daily/weekly tasks and activities

Periodic tasks and activities as appropriate

Review product sales performance and
product wastage (daily and weekly)

Attend trade fairs and related industry
conferences

Attend and contribute to meetings with other
functions and colleagues.

Visits supplier production facilities and factories

Review sales and profit forecasts and progress

Conduct product quality reviews.

22




Review inventory availability and stock levels.

Provide insight, commentary and analysis for
other functions.

Review cost of goods and product cost base

Conduct business and category planning

Communication and negotiation with
suppliers including review of supplier
performance

Review commercial news, new products, trends
and share insight with other functions

Monitor and analyse sector market share
performance against competitors

Plan category budgets, forecasts and action
plans.

Forward plan product promotional activity

Plan and action supplier business relationship
strategy

Conduct comparative product sampling

Plan and undertake product range reviews

Visit competitor stores

Undertake customer insight research and
panels

Visit own organisation’s stores

Drive own brand product innovation and
development - Identify range gaps

Monitor category retail pricing against
competitors

Review and analyse merchandising space needs
and trading intensities

Seek regular cost savings and enhanced
buying terms
Review and action on supplier service levels

The introduction and background so far given reveals a multi-dimensional occupation. The nature and
character of which requires the development and use of a complex set of knowledge, skills and abilities
that equips buyers for the demands of their role. It follows then, that taking steps to better
understand the relationship between what is learned and how it is learned, has the potential to further
inform the relationship between VET and learning and individual and organisational performance. As
| have now introduced the broad occupational context and made known the relationships and
associations that situate this research within the boundaries of UK grocery retail buying VET and

learning, | will now proceed to explain the origins of inspiration that have been instrumental in

bringing about this study.
Section 2. Inspiration and research aim
Inspiration for this research

The strands of inspiration running through this research will be offered in turn. But first, | must signify
the influence of my personal biography and credit twenty-three years of working practice as a UK
retail grocery trader dating back as far as 1992 as a contributory factor which ties this study to the UK
grocery buying occupation. That is not to say | have taken inspiration from myself or have fallen for
any inflated assumptions made about my own occupational judgement. Rather, it is to say, had | not
been a buyer, it stands as probable that this research would also not exist. | submit therefore, to have

taken inspiration from my interest in the occupation itself, and from the opportunities afforded to me
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over those years to participate in, observe and experience first-hand, the occupational practice of the

buyer.

The Methodology chapter contains rationale for the epistemological contribution of my occupational
knowledge and experience. So, | will move on by simply emphasising my desire to act on my previous
occupational and intellectual curiosities and to explicitly, “open up inquiry” (Schon, 1991, p. viii) to
better understand the research questions that have inspired and challenged my desire to make a
scholarly contribution to the development of UK food and grocery retail buyer occupational
knowledge. Inspiration that as you will read, can undoubtedly be traced to triggers from my own
occupational experiences and to which | have attributed a scheme of thinking that, Quine (2011, in
Cottingham, P. 130) might consider to be linked to a personal quest to make sense of the, “disordered

fragments of raw experiences”.

Some may conclude that such motives indicate a degree of, “sentimental attachment [and]
romanticism” (Braverman, 1998, p. 4) to the resonance | share with my past occupational experiences
as a buyer. Here | will assert that in this instance such claims of sentimental attachment or personal
involvement would constitute an uneven interpretation of bias that would discount the, “Impersonal
motives” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 82) and the, “appreciation of conceptual components” (Leshem &
Trafford, 2007, p. 94) and wider reading and reflection that contribute to the conceptual and ethical
approach employed and share an equally instrumental role in the conception and development of this

research.
An implicit past and explicit aims
For many, retail provides a first step into the world of work and for many more, it provides

long-term roles and opportunities to climb the career ladder.

(BRC, 2017)

The BRC’s assessment given above depicts the UK retail sector as a career of opportunity and has a
close resonance with my own working experience. Indeed, looking back to the start of my own career
in the UK food and grocery sector | was a stereotypical example of the one in six people under the age
of 24 estimated by the BRC to enter the retail sector with few or, “no formal qualifications” (BRC,
2017). Yet, the prevailing, “shop floor to top floor” (Pickervance, 2010, p. 1) retail environment the
BRC portray did indeed lead me to a long-term role and opportunities to climb the career ladder in
the food and grocery retail buying occupation. With few academic credentials or formal educational
qualifications, the sector’s approach to learning and career development undoubtedly provided me
with the platform to prosper and build a fruitful career as a food and grocery buyer. For this | am

grateful. Yet, the passed on social and cultural attitudes and values towards learning and development
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| experienced in the UK retail sector portray a perspective on employee education and occupational
performance that is contrary to notions as highlighted in the UK Government’s Post-16 Skills Report
(2016) which are pre-occupied with the avoidance of entering the workplace without the success of
obtaining, well regarded qualifications and credentials, that according to Boles (In Post-16 Skills

Report, p. 5) “will drive up productivity” . This discourse fascinates me.

Though | was a buyer possessed of few formal academic qualifications at the start of my career,
possibly quite naively at first, | noted many of my buying colleagues and peers had qualifications which
ranged from the then ‘O’ levels to HE degrees. To me there seemed to be those who brought with
them varying levels of prior education and academic credentials and those, like me, who did not.
Throughout the course of my career | was exposed to and became increasingly aware of the contrast
between the different forms of learning | received and between the different educational pathways
some of my colleagues and | had taken, much of which will be discussed in the following pages. Hence,
my interest in VET and learning emerged and now inspires my research interest in the contrasting

notions of VET and learning and their potential impact on performance in the workplace, as a buyer.

Here | will again, point to the UK Government’s Post-16 Skills Plan Report (2016) which is used to
emphasise these contrasting notions and link my former occupational and current research interests
to a wider strategic UK government perspective. The UK Government’s plan aims to reform education
and skills and enhance UK economic prosperity through an outwardly human capital influenced,

“intuition that education is a determinant of economic success” (Burton-Jones & Spender, 2011, p. 6).

Notwithstanding the equal footing (2016) the UK Government claims to place on both academic and
technical learning pathways the plan might conversely be accused of intensifying ideas of
credentialism by prompting contentions that qualifications, “are proxy measures for the expertise
(expressed as skills) employers are looking for when they recruit new workers” (Guile & Unwin, 2019
p. 19). Thus, potentially over-estimating the perceived correlation between academic and vocational
qualifications and the raising of workplace productivity. For some:

The main problem with credentialism is that companies do not want information on school

work, but on abilities and performance in the context of working life.

(Becker, 1993, p. 20)
As Cairns (2011) points out, the context of working life and learning has become, “inextricably linked
and reinforcing” (Cairns, 2011, p. 73). A trend previously summarised by, Fuller & Unwin (2005, p. 24)
who share the position taken by those who:

reject any notion that learning that takes place in specialist educational institutions is
inherently superior to learning that takes place in settings such as the workplace or the home.
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Indeed, according to Billett (2017, p. 51), “the requirements for effective practice are shaped by the
circumstances in which they are practiced” which acknowledges notions of situated learning

attributed to Lave & Wenger (1991).

The discourse evident between these contrasting educational ideas is highly relevant to this thesis
because it exemplifies explicit critical context indicative of a complex relationship between what | will
for now, introduce and later explain, as on the job and off the job concepts of learning and VET. Thus,
emphasising the association that can be made between education systems as a way of improving
individual and organisational performance. | am not here suggesting a bias or rejection of either view.
Nor do | claim that these contrasting notions of learning and education can easily be reconciled or
should be blended to generalised proportions. Indeed, | will provide additional critical context in the
following pages which will further debate and introduce theoretical and conceptual drivers of this

research.
Past and present: the aims of this research

It is this contextual backdrop which shares a resonance with an implicit knowledge and awareness of
the significance of on and off the job learning in the buying occupation | gained from the early stages
and throughout my career as a food and grocery buyer and trader. Moreover, | cannot deny that my
thinking was influenced by what | sensed in practice and which resonated with notions offered by
Fuller et al., (2004, p. 3) who submit:
Those employees whose knowledge and skills remain tacit are more likely to have their
competence underestimated and their contribution to the organisation undervalued.
This idea represents an undercurrent which can be found flowing beneath contrasting ideas of
education, training and learning | have introduced. Contemplating these ideas raised questions in my
mind about the part education, training and learning play(s) in individual and organisational
performance which | have ever since found fascinating and to which | had often sought an unrealised

clarity.

Recognition that inspiration for this study is relatable to my own experiences of VET and learning as a
practicing buyer and which could be described as, “theorising from practice” (Berman & Smyth, 2015,
p. 131) must therefore, be given. But, it has been my express desire to go beyond implicit recognition
of these concepts. In the main, by way of explicit investigation and systematic empirical research that
will be further explained in the Methodology chapter and is responsive to my search for further clarity

of the relationship between learning on and off the Job as a buyer and performance as buyer.
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Here | will state the explicit aims and objectives of this research:

To provide a rich source of data drawn from the perceptions and experiences of UK food and grocery

retail buyers and wider occupational literature,
to:

Identify and better understand factors of on and off the job VET and learning which may inform the
development of occupational standards, competencies and knowledge for the education and training
needs of UK food and grocery buyers and, make a scholarly contribution to the development of food

and grocery buying occupational knowledge in the UK.

| have now introduced the broad areas of research interest and motives which link to my past and
now inspire my starting point as a researcher in the field of VET and learning and which | submit, seeks
to raise inquiry to better understand the relationship between buyer learning, VET and occupational
performance. As | will later discuss in the following chapters, this research relies foremost on bringing
together the perspectives and experiences of UK food and grocery buyers and secondary data drawn
from their organisations and wider bodies of literature by employing a systematic, empirical
methodology to answering the research questions. Before moving on to introduce the central
research questions | will first define what is meant by UK grocery buyer learning and VET in relation
to this study:

the implicit or tacit process of acquisition and modification of Knowledge, Skills, Abilities and

Other characteristics (KSAOs) (Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011) of UK grocery buyers facilitated in
formal or situated (lave & Wenger, 1991) educational settings.

Section 3. The research questions
Central research question

Table 1.2. Central research question

Central Research Question

1. What is the relationship between learning on and off the job as a buyer and
performance as a buyer?

My intention was to formulate a central research question that would best, “express the essence”
(Mason, 2018 p. 14) of this study and would be responsive to the investigation of the broad areas of
research interest previously introduced as inspirational. This question is pivotal in that it provides
orientation from which further supplementary and themed questions have been developed. The

question’s design is purposefully open-ended to avoid inferential hypothesis and foster inclusivity
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towards the diversity of people and settings of the UK food and grocery buying occupation. The
following three supplementary questions stem directly from the central research question. Taken
together, they form a mutually supporting and complementary nucleus from which questions used in
the research protocols of this study emanate and are tightly bound. The subsequent pages explain

the founding principles that inform the purpose and development of each question.
Supplementary research questions

Table 1.3. Supplementary research questions

Supplementary Research Questions
a. What do grocery retail buyers learn on the job?
b. What do grocery retail buyers learn off the job?
c. How do people become grocery retail buyers?

Question a. What do grocery retail buyers learn on the job?
If learning is about increased access to performance then the way to maximise learning is to
perform, not talk about it.
(Hanks, 1991, in Lave & Wenger, p. 22)

Billett (2004, p. 113) reminds us that, “work sites are the prime source of the knowledge required for
work”. This question then, provides a route to examine the content and composition of work-based
processes and productive activities learnt either tacitly or explicitly by the active participation of
grocery buyers in on the job workplace practices and labour processes. In defining ‘participation’ as a
guide to what is meant by ‘on’ the job learning this study takes on a term defined by Sfard (1998, p.
6) to be, “almost synonymous with taking part and being a part”. Sfard’s term is beneficial in the
context of this research because its metaphorical expression for learning on the job gives recognition
to situated and socio-cultural characteristics associated with learning within the domains of the
workplace. This builds on notions offered by Lave & Wenger (1991, P. 31) who advance learning as,
“an integral and inseparable aspect of social practice”. Indeed, Becker, (1993, p. 20) points to the
socialising significance and applicability of participatory learning within a community of practice,
referring us to notions that posit, “Workers and their employers get bonded together in large part

because of the on the job learning and training”.

The principle nature of this question therefore searches beyond notions of occupational or vocational
learning as being, independent of context and which according to (Hager, 2009, p. 22), “Underpins

common attempts to specify occupations in terms of a list of competence statements”. Thus,
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advancing notions supportive of, expansive participatory workplace learning and knowledge transfer
(Engestrom, 2001) which takes account of fluid, transitory and multi-directional concepts of learning.
Furthermore, recognition is given to the historical and changing context of the workplace and the
transitionary nature of new and old processes, people, technologies, practices, skills, and
competencies that may be seen to coexist within the context of participatory learning within the

workplace.
Question b. What do grocery retail buyers learn off the job?

In contrast to notions of learning as participation the investigatory emphasis of this question turns to
identifying the composition and content of off the job buyer education, training and learning. By this
| mean, education, training and learning which occurs in formal scholarly education institutions or
work settings and which is, “typically, associated with the pursuit of qualifications” (Fuller et al., 2004,
p. 3). To encourage pursuit of the broadest possible representation, the investigatory scope of this
qguestion does not place restriction on definitions of what might constitute qualifications, skills or
standards of occupational competency within the buying context. Rather, emphasis is placed on
acknowledgement that off the job education, training and learning does occur and provides those
learners with externally derived and acquired forms of knowledge, skills and competencies potentially
practical and meaningful in meeting, “the varied needs of employers, learners and the economy”
(Berragan, 2018, Ofqual keynote speech). It is the purpose of this question to therefore, better
understand the extent, value and credentials of acquisitional education, training and learning

associated with food and grocery buying.

Again, | turn to Sfard (1998) and her conceptualisation of learning as, acquisition which implies
learners can acquire, “certain capabilities to fulfil vocational tasks” (Gruber & Harteis, 2011, p. 229).
Thereby, emphasising the potential significance of, learning to know (Lave & Wegner, 1991) and how
theory might influence practice and its relationship to performance within the grocery buying

occupation.
Question c. How do people become grocery retail buyers?

The previous two questions help to direct attention to distinguishing characteristics of participatory
and acquisitional forms of learning. This is helpful in distinguishing the know-how of buyers and
understanding the productive activities and characteristics that can be tied to performance and will
be discussed in detail in the following chapters. But, as | have already stated the chosen metaphorical
expressions are employed, not to make binary distinctions that may extenuate tensions, “between

seemingly conflicting metaphors” (Sfard, 1998, p. 10). To the contrary, conceptually distinguishing
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constituent parts of on and off the job learning and their relationship to performance within the
grocery buying occupation provides a basis and theory of learning from which to better understand
the relationship between the two. This question seeks to better understand how people become
grocery retail buyers and provides a mechanism that brings together the prevailing occupational mix
of learning, education and training with what Becker (1993) has described as, “complimentary
elements between learning and work and learning and time” (Becker, 1993, p. 51). This accounts for
motivation, progression, development and the transition associated with mastering the art of retail

buying, becoming a retail grocery buyer and its significance to occupational performance.

Furthermore, this question recognises that buyers do not act alone and is therefore positioned to
better understand how buyers, their learning and performance relate to others and the social and
organisational characteristics of their environment. Therefore, value can be found in potentially
uncovering the uniqueness of the buying occupation and its environment through identifying the
social and organisational relationships between factors that include, amongst others: preparatory
education and training, accessibility to learning, levels of prior knowledge, modes of entry into retail
buying, competencies and standards, learning settings, training and education strategies and

pedagogical techniques.
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Chapter Two: Conceptual framework and literature

Conceptual framework and adopting a critical stance: concepts responsive to this research and their

interconnection to the research design

The previous pages have introduced the contextual background, research aims, the research questions
and some of the contextual conceptualisations that underpin the research questions. In so doing, |
have hinted at the broader bodies of knowledge consulted and can be found, “within the context of
larger theoretical, practical or social domains” (Yin, 2015, p. 79) from which this study grows. | will
now proceed to credit the explicit theoretical components selected and combined to form my critical
stance from the, “conceptual threshold” (Wisker, 2015, P. 64) between my engagement with theory,
the literature and the research questions and, which has produced what Leshem & Trafford, (2007, p.
99) consider to be an, “integrating function between theories that offer explanations of the issues

under investigation”.

Providing a review and critical analysis of the key theoretical concepts from my engagement with the

literature at this juncture rests on the following rationale:

a. To straightaway identify and introduce the conceptualisations and their theoretical traditions
and origins that are responsive to the research questions and provide the, “scaffolding”
(Wisker, 2012, p. 132) from which | have established interconnections between the research
design components, including; fieldwork, specific questions and protocols, data analysis and
contextual conclusions.

b. To take account of notions that might question my subjectivity, researcher bias and insider

judgement as, “a component of the actual process of understanding” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 98).

Furthermore, | will then locate the contribution this research makes in relation to the corpus of
existing knowledge | have linked to the topic of UK grocery buyer VET, learning and performance.
Value and an original contribution to knowledge is proposed through bridging the gaps between what
is later advanced as a cross disciplinary and broadly disparate body of existing works of literature with
to the best of my knowledge a unique study focused on furthering the knowledge of training and

education in UK food and grocery buying.

As a point of departure from which to advance through the following pages, | will first introduce a

visual model of the conceptual framework | have created and employed in this research (Fig. 1.0).
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Fig. 1.0. Conceptual framework
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The model illustrates the relationships and interconnections between the research questions,
theoretical concepts, integrated design components and methods critical to this study. In the
methodology chapter, | will later explain how each component of the model responds to the other.
However, emphasis here falls first on identifying and introducing the specific conceptual influences

that have formed my critical stance adjacent to which this research is positioned.

As can be seen, there are four (4) key theoretical conceptualisations which are prominent within the

conceptual framework model. These are identifiable under the following headings:

e  KSAOs and tripartite relationship.

e Two metaphors for learning, Sfard (1998).

e Three dimensions of pedagogy, Nind, Curtin & Hall (2016).

e P=F (A, M, O), Appelbaum, et al., (2000); Boxall & Purcell (2003;2016).
Table (1.4) below, is given to provide a brief introduction and synopsis of the theoretical origins of
each conceptualisation selected and constructed to reach beyond participant anecdote by providing
a conceptual and methodological approach that responds to the research questions through a multi-
dimensional conceptual lens drawn from widespread engagement with the literature. The significance
and relationship of each theoretical concept to the study will be discussed in detail in the following
pages and aims to emphasise how the inclusion of each conceptualisation contributes to a distinctive

and unique design scheme.

Table 1. 4. Conceptual framework: synopsis of theoretical origins

Theoretical Theoretical concepts | Brief conceptual synopsis.
origins. used in the
conceptual
framework of this
study.
Human capital KSAOs KSAOs is the acronym given to abbreviate notions of
theory individual or collective knowledge, skills, abilities and

other characteristics advanced by, Ployhart &
Moliterno (2011).

Tripartite concept of | Intellectual capital is defined by Baron and Armstrong
Intellectual Capital. (2007, p. 6) as, “the stocks and flows of knowledge
available to an organisation. These can be regarded as
intangible resources which together with tangible
resources (money and physical assets), comprise the
market or total value of a business”.

Intellectual capital comprises of a tripartite concept
consisting of the following elements:
e Human capital: the KSAOs of individuals within
organisations.
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e Social capital: According to Nahapiet, (2011, p.
79) social capital, “is about the value of social
connections and relationships”.

e Organisational capital: “The institutionalised
knowledge possessed by an organisation that is
stored in data bases, manuals etc.

Emphasis here is placed on a conceptualisation that
individuals do not act in isolation and therefore buyer
VET, learning and performance depends on multiple
factors.

Learning theory

Two Metaphors for
Learning

Sfard’s (1998) conceptualisation posits learning as
participation and learning as acquisition. Sfard’s
metaphorical approach provides the conceptual
foundations from which this study examines notions of
buyer on and off the job VET and learning.

Pedagogical
research theory

Three Dimensions of
Pedagogy

Nind, Curtin & Hall (2016)

This theory has been incorporated to the conceptual
framework to provide methodological emphasis that
extends beyond teaching and learning and provides a
route to discovering, “what people perceive to be
meaningful, important and relevant as they engage in
teaching-related activity and develop competence and
expertise” (Nind, Curtin & Hall, 2016, p. 9).

Set within the context of pedagogical research Nind,
Curtin, and Hall (2016) emphasise the necessity of
examining three interrelated socio-cultural dimensions
of pedagogy:

e Pedagogy as specified

e Pedagogy as enacted

e Pedagogy as experienced

Performance
and motivation
theory

P=F (A, M,O)

The AMO theory, Appelbaum et al., (2000); Boxall &
Purcell (2003;2016) advances a conception that
performance is a function of Ability (A) plus Motivation
(M) plus Opportunity (O). This theory is expressed as
the mathematical formula, P=F (A, M, O).

Concept mapping, the literature and adopting a critical stance

Before | go on to discuss the distinct significance and interconnections between each of the theoretical

concepts given, | must first explain the value attached in this study to the role and utility of concept

mapping in facilitating the exploration of texts and literature essential in making the judgements and

decisions in adopting my critical stance.

According to Novak & Cafias, (2006, P. 11):

A good way to define the context for a concept map is to construct a Focus Question, that
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is, a question that clearly specifies the problem or issue the concept map should help to

resolve.
Incorporating this Novakian principle provided a supplementary technique to aid the classification of
my written notes, transcriptions, records and to generate deeper conceptual understanding and,
“frame, analyse and synthesise information” (Campbell, 2016, p. 74). A combination of pen and paper
sketches, modelling with sticky notes and computer software programmes were extensively used to
connect and record explicit theoretical concepts from the literature with my tacit cognitive ideas. In
effect, concept mapping was employed as a practical tool for the creation of a working visual
repository and reference system that has aided the formulation of my critical stance and the

conceptual framework | specified to link my research questions, methods and aims.

The iterative nature of employing a concept mapping technique is bound to methodological
deliberations which imply that a, “concept map is never finished” (Novak & Cafias, 2006, P. 11).
Notions of an unfinished product can be considered a limiting feature of a method from which to
generate notions of definitive knowledge. Nevertheless, | argue for a technique that facilitates an
openness of inquiry which fosters creative exploration and integration of concepts as a practical
means of finding ways to better understand the problems presented by the research question, which
Paul, (2012, p. 58) argues, “recognises the constructivist nature of human knowledge in contrast to a
purely positivist epistemology”. | will now extend on the brevity of my earlier synopses given in table

(1.4) and discuss each of the theoretical concepts in further detail.
Human capital theory, KSAOs and the tripartite relationship as conceptual origins of this study

The central research question places focus upon the relationship between learning on and off the job
as a buyer and performance as a buyer and implies a link between the role and effects of learning and
VET as a key contributor to individual and organisational performance. Indeed, according to the UK
Government’s Department for Business Innovation and Skills (DBIS) Post-16 Skills Report (2016, p. 11),

We face a major challenge: the pressing need for more highly skilled people, trained

effectively, to grow the economy and raise productivity, and ensure prosperity and security
for individuals.

The statement echoes with disputed but influential economic capital concepts first attributed to
economist, Adam Smith (1723-1790) who wrote, “The acquired wealth of nations derives from the
acquired abilities of people, their education, experience, skills and health” (Smith, in Armstrong &
Taylor, 2014, p. 68). Drawing together contemporary DBIS perspectives with the economic capital
traditions of Smith, it is difficult not to recognise the widely contested influence of neo-liberalist

human capital thinking which attach assumptions that includes labour as a factor of production in
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much the same way as land, capital equipment and enterprise contribute to the economic problem.
This then provides a starting point from which to explore the significance to this study of human capital
concepts and perspectives which posits, “education and training are the most important investments
in human capital” (Becker, 1993, p. 17) and, which evidently inspires a UK government economic and
educational policy openly, “committed to boosting productivity by investing in human capital”

(Gov.UK, 2016).

The notion that productivity and performance can be boosted by investing in the skills and knowledge
of people can, in the contemporary context trace origins to the pioneering efforts of human capital

theorists T W Schultz (1902-1998) and G S Becker (1930-2014).
Published in 1960, Capital Formation by Education, Schultz (1960) proposed:
to treat education as an investment in man and to treat its consequences as a form of capital.
Since education becomes a part of the person receiving it, | shall refer to it as human capital.
(Schultz, 1960, p. 571)
The term human capital has ever since provided the stimulus for theoretical development and highly
contested discourse which has evolved far beyond what Becker (2012) reflectively tied to motivational
origins of economic rationalism and attempts to calculate, “rates of return on investments in
education for different groups” (Becker, 2012, p. xiii). Thus, notions of human capital are now
extensive, diverse and as Ployhart et al., (2014, p. 375) point out, inhabit and include social,
intellectual, organisational and strategic contexts. According to, Spender (2014, p. 189)
What human capital means is a matter of situated practice, constrained by employment and

contract law, institutional, religious, and professional mores and so-on — complexities
matched by the difficulties of analysing the consequences of human capital’s application.

It is beyond the scope of this research to warrant attempts to ubiquitously distinguish a
conceptualisation which can completely account for the situated nature of contemporary human
capital theory. As Ployhart et, al. (2014, p. 372) emphasise, “there is no ‘Rosetta Stone’ that translates

|”

the views of human capital”. Nevertheless, at its core human capital thinking is motivated, at least in
part, “by a desire to evaluate proposals to improve the quality of the workforce through schooling,
training” (Becker, 1993, p. 25). Not surprisingly then an individual’s knowledge, skills, abilities and
other characteristics (KSAOs) are recurring features of definitions found in the literature, for example;
Coff and Kryscynski, (2011, p. 1430) define human capital at the individual level as, “the individual’s
stock of knowledge, skills and abilities that can be increased through mechanisms like education
training and experience”. The relationship between human capital, the individual and the firm is also

identified by Crook et, al, (2011, p. 444). For them, “the term human capital refers to the knowledge,

skills, and abilities (KSAs) embodied in people”. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development
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(CIPD) also take a similar but more contemporary strategic human resource management (SHRM)
viewpoint that uses the term human capital to describe, “people at work and their collective

knowledge, skills, abilities and capacity to develop and innovate” (CIPD, 2018).
Defining human capital as knowledge, skills, abilities and other characteristics: KSAOs

In keeping with the underpinning essence and the recurring features of human capital definitions, |
have drawn upon a conceptualisation which is given to define human capital for the purposes of this
research to be:

A unit level resource that is created from the emergence of individuals’ knowledge, skills,

abilities and other characteristics (KSAOs)

(Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011, p. 127-128)
Turning specifically to this conceptualisation of human capital rests on the perceived importance of
KSAOs as a crucial factor to individual and organisational performance and on the potential utility of
integrating such a theoretical basis in my conceptual framework from which to explore, answer and
analyse the research questions. Before going on to explain however, | must first clarify my position on
theoretical perspectives of human capital orientated in attempts to establish economic value of

human labour or KSAOs which for example, might be measured in terms of return on investment (ROI).

Measuring the economic value of human capital is not my aim. | remain to be convinced that human
capital as here defined, can be comprehensively measured and distinguished along similar lines to
what Piketty (2014, p. 46) describes as, “Nonhuman Capital”. For example, money, factories,
machinery and property. And, | have not read past Schultz’s own assertions without gaining the
benefit of a perspective which recognises, “since it [human capital] becomes an integral part of the
person it cannot be bought or sold or treated as property under our institutions” (Schultz, 1960, p.
571). Furthermore, | hold similar apprehensions held by those who, in the traditions of neoclassical
economic discourse submit, “turning to humans as a form of capital is in line with the exhaustion of
natural resources for profit” (Moghtader, 2017, p. 44). Additionally, any attempts to gain economic
advantage from human capital thinking requires prior acknowledgement that, “it is incorrect to
assume that investment in human capital is the only source of competitive success (Fuller, et al., 2004,
p.1) and as Blaug, (1972, p. 19) contests to assume, “all education everywhere and in any amounts
constitutes investment”. Indeed, Avis (2017, p. 183) also reminds us of the limitations of attaching
economic rationalism to education in the face of recent and continued, “economic turbulence allied

to underemployment, unemployment and over qualification”.

37



KSAOs as a practical approach to ordering thinking and data analysis

Yet, despite the apprehensions | have presented, investment in human capital may very well lead to
enhanced occupational performance. | choose therefore, not to overlook those ideas which defend
the, “economic aims of education to be, “as legitimate as any other” (Winch, 2002, p. 102). Rather, |
advance the selection and integration of human capital led notions of KSAOs in this study as a

conceptual means to order my thinking, methodological planning, execution and data analysis.

Regardless of the underpinning economic and socio-ethical disquiet associated with human capital
theory, thinking systematically about KSAOs may help to reveal the most salient occupational
characteristics and competencies of the UK grocery retail buying occupation. With that comes the
prospect of revealing a representation of those occupational KSAOs buyers must learn and draws
parallels with perspectives which are said to be, “particularly helpful when considering occupational

practices and what comprises competent performance at work” Billett (2017, p. 48).

Here then, argument is made for the inclusion of KSAOs as a theoretical derivative of human capital
thinking because its contribution is crucial in providing an integral theoretical lens within the
conceptual framework of this study valuable in reaching the research aims rather than validating the
human capital hypothesis, “that education increases productivity” (Burton-Jones & Spender, 2012, p.

6).
Defining KSAOs

So far, | have not distinguished between the component elements of KSAOs. Indeed, my endeavours
to distinguish between the subtleties and nuances of KSAOs from within the literature did not pass,
“without repeatedly getting embroiled in definitional issues” (Eraut, 2001, p. 16) or, by being
constrained and, “contaminated by interest and power” (Moore, 2006, p. 28). Thus, my dilemma led
me to proceed with what should be considered, homogenised definitions generally orientated to assist
in distinguishing the work-related vocational context of the UK food and grocery retail buying
occupation. Exception is made to non-buyer specific KSAOs which may inform a proportion of overall
occupational judgement and performance. As Avent (2017, p. 129) points out, “a clear understanding
of algebra, say, is useful in many different contexts”. | propose therefore, that the narrowness of each
of the following individual definitions provides the starting point and guidance for further contextual

and conceptual expansion throughout this thesis.
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Knowledge:

| will discuss the wider epistemological issues concerning occupational knowledge and questions of
truth further within the methodology chapter but here | draw from, Brymer, Hitt & Schijven (2011, p.
121) in depicting buyer knowledge which for the purposes of this study:

May be either explicit or tacit and reconstituted through action and practice and is defined to

consist of buyers, theoretical, practical, procedural and personal understanding of the UK
retail buying occupation.

Skills:

Here | will precede the following definition by citing, Eraut (2001, p. 111) to emphasise that, “the term
‘skill’ is given a wide range of meanings”. To condense the term and orientate towards depicting the
skills of a buyer | have drawn from and combined definitions posited by Collins & O’Brien, (2011, p.
428) and Bathmaker (2013, p. 98) which define skills for the purposes of this thesis to mean:
A buyer’s occupational, “proficiencies developed through learning and experience”
summarised to consist of work place practice skills such as, “technical skills (e.g. using a

piece of equipment) and the skills and attitudes required in the work place [alongside]
generic transferable skills of various kinds” which include:

non-technical skills (communication, planning, reporting, analysis and others),
e generic skills,

e personal learning and thinking skills,

e generic employability skills,

e employability skills,

e cognitive skills and

e generic concepts.

(Bathmaker, 2013, p. 98)

Abilities and other characteristics:

To precede the following definition, | will begin with a quote from Nonaka, et al., (2014) who attach
the significance of human agency to give an aggregated view on ability in the occupational context.
Bureaucracy defines authority and responsibility in a clear chain of command to ensure

uniform operation, even though the people occupying these positions have varying levels of
ability.

(Nonaka, Toyama & Peltokkopi, 2012, p. 462)
As buyers possess varying levels of ability and operate in a volatile, uncertain, complex and ambiguous
(VUCA) (CIPD, 2015, p. 3) environment | have deduced from Nonaka, et al., (2012) that any definition
of abilities and other characteristics links to anticipated performance outcomes that must not rely on,
“assessment of skill alone” (Winch, 2016, p. 568). Indeed, in his own articulation of professional

“know-how”, Winch (2016, p. 559-560) suggests that associated occupational abilities and other
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characteristics require adaptability within the prevailing occupational context which is tied to factors

of repeatability, stability, variability, intentionality, explicability and evaluability.

| am therefore drawn to education-based notions of ability as potential (Wallace, 2015) to influence
buyer performance which is context dependant and have therefore compressed notions of buyers’
abilities and other characteristics into the following definition:

An individual’s innate or acquired attributes that have the potential to influence

occupational performance in relation to a variety of complex occupational measures, social
conditions and situations.

KSAOs as a symbiotic concept: strengthening the concept

| must be clear that the definition of human capital and of KSAOs stated provide familiar but not
universally accepted propositions which are imperfect and not free from critical context. For example,
limitations can been applied to a potentially linear way of thinking about intangible capital assets
which fails to adequately recognise human agency and the relationship, “with real-world sites in which
patterns are non-linear and non-homogenous” (Marginson, 2019, p. 294). The (CIPD, 2019) also
recognise that KSAOs are, “difficult to isolate from other factors” and which represents critical context
this research actively seeks to engage through the medium of the conceptual framework and to which
| will continue to address in turn. My given definition of KSAOs therefore, should be considered to
comprise of symbiotic components and factors of learning rather than independent domains which
work inisolation or preside in a continuum or hierarchy of importance. The logic behind this integrated
conceptualisation of KSAOs challenges the idea of a linear taxonomy of learning and, “assumptions
that mastering content must come before application” (Brauer, 2010, p. 83). This is important in the
context of this research which is in-part, inspired by my personal occupational curiosities in thinking

about contrasting perceptions and experiences of on and off the job learning.

In seeking to better understand the research question then, it has been crucial to ensure the
methodological approach has not assumed buyer performance is a factor of any pre-set or presiding
dominant attribute, domain or model of learning. Indeed, | am informed by Mulder (2017, p. 1100)
whose synthesised conclusions relating to competence-based vocational and professional education
cautions, “knowledge alone is not enough: skills neither”. Mulder extends his rationale further by
asserting:
Although it is utterly important to acquire sufficient subject matter knowledge in vocational
and professional education, there is the risk of treating the cognitive domain separately.
(Mulder, 2017, p. 1100)
| understand, Mulder’s conceptual interpretation to further claims of the interconnectedness of

KSAOs. This posed the need to someway mitigate the risks of adopting binary or hierarchical
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assumptions which may attach dominant status to any component part. Conceptually therefore,
inspiration was found from the wider social theory of John Rawls (1921-2002) which inspired my
thinking to conceptualise each component of the KSAOs definition to a hypothetical “original position”
(1999, p. 15). Rawls’s ideas of distributive social justice speak of fairness and objectivity and have
been used in this study to generate a, hypothetical “status quo” (Rawls, 1991, p. 104) between the
component domains of KSAOs. My aim being to create a conceptual equilibrium that | have applied
to generating and devising open research questions and methods of analysis that in-part, may mitigate
generating leading assumptions on KSAOs amongst the participants. This hypothetical approach is
resistant to assumptions of universality. That is to say, | have applied reason which asserts; it would
not be appropriate to first overlay the applicability and precedence of KSAOs given to any individual

perception or say, that of an airline pilot or primary school teacher to that of a grocery buyer.
Beyond KSAOs: Intellectual capital and the tripartite relationship

The unit of analysis in this research is the individual participants. It is they, who learn and possess
human capital and individual KSAOs which are then enacted in the retail grocery buying occupational
environment. However, buyers do not learn or operate in isolation, nor do retail organisations
function without the human component. To learn and perform buyers must interact, cooperate and
coordinate their actions with others and the prevailing social and organisational environment. It
follows then, that any perspectives or experiential representation of individual KSAOs and subsequent
notions of buyer on and off the job learning and performance which originate in this research must
extend to include representations of their wider interactions and interdependencies. As Grant &
Hayton, (2011, p. 421) point out:

Human beings are different. Not only does their humanity make them heterogeneous and

idiosyncratic, but their productive value is not simply an outcome of investment in education
and training, and their productivity depends upon complex individual and social factors.

Indeed, (Syed et al., 2018, p. 3) suggest, “recent reviews question whether there is much value in
empirically examining human capital as an independent construct”. In searching for means to tease
out factors that would inform the research question beyond notions of individual human capital, |
have turned to a conceptualisation which links the potential flows of individual human capital and
KSAOs possessed by buyers to those interactions, interdependencies and relationships with others,

the organisation and wider social environment.

First attributed to J. K. Galbraith (1969) the historical origins of intellectual capital follow in the

traditions of neoliberal economic schools of thought. Its development has been shaped into a multi-
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dimensional concept through a wide range of contributors, perhaps most notably, Bontis, (1998);
Edvinson & Malone (1997); Stewart (1997); Youndt & Snell (2004). There are no ubiquitous definitions
and, according to recent research by, Pedro, Leitdo & Alves (2018, p. 2502-2503) notions of,
“intellectual capital still remains disputable despite the general consensus about the importance of
intellectual capital as a basis for value creation”. Here | will represent the tri-partite relationship of
intellectual capital as being formed to comprise of the sum and synthesis of three interrelated

elements: human capital, organisational capital and social capital.

Fig. 1.1. The tri-partite conceptualisation of Intellectual Capital

Intellectual
Capital

Organisational
Capital

Social
Capital

The significance given to intellectual capital is succinctly described by, Baron and Armstrong (2007,

p. 7) who claim:

The tripartite concept of intellectual capital indicates that, while it is individuals who generate,
retain and use knowledge (human capital), this knowledge is enhanced by the interactions
between them, (social capital) to generate the institutionalised knowledge possessed by an
organisation (organisational capital).

Murray (2018, p. 21) frames the tri-partite elements of intellectual capital as:

Knowledge that is created and stored in those three capital components, such that knowledge
embedded in one component of Intellectual capital can leverage the value of knowledge in
the other components.

For the purposes of this research the distinctions between each of the three elements of intellectual

capital draw from the following definitions:
Human capital

A unit level resource that is created from the emergence of individuals’ knowledge, skills,
abilities and other characteristics (KSAOs)

(Ployhart & Moliterno, 2011, p. 127-128)
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Social capital

The structures, networks and procedures that enable those people to acquire and develop
intellectual capital represented by the stocks and flows of knowledge derived from
relationships within and outside the organisation.

(Baron & Armstrong, 2007, P. 6)

Organisational capital
Consists of the knowledge owned by the organisation rather than by the individual employees.
It can be described as embedded or institutionalised knowledge that may be retained with
the help of information technology on readily accessible and easily extended databases. It can
include explicit knowledge and has been recorded on a database or in manuals and standard

operating procedures, or tacit knowledge that has been captured, exchanged and, as far as
possible, codified.

(Baron & Armstrong, 2007, p. 14)
As Piketty (2014) points out, some economists have a propensity to apply the term, ‘capital’ liberally
to any circumstances where enhancing organisational productivity, performance and economic
wealth can be perceived. Indeed, research by, Pedro, et al., (2018, p. 2515) identified, “35 different

IH

types of capital” which included; structural, relational, innovation and image capital amongst the table
of its classifications. Yet, perhaps such enthusiasm can be forgiven for attempting to place economic
value to a concept that has developed in tandem with the rapid rise in technological advances and the
growth in the knowledge economy. For, Powell & Snellman (2004, p. 199), “The key component of a
knowledge economy is a greater reliance on intellectual capabilities than on physical inputs or natural
resources”. Concepts of intellectual capital are therefore entwined with logic which suggests, if,
“intellectual capital is essentially a product of the human mind, firm employees can have a significant

influence on innovation and the subsequent performance capability of companies” (Dabi¢, Laznjak,

Smallbone & Svarc, 2019, p. 525).

Like many sectors of the economy, food and grocery retail in the UK is bound up in the current
realisation and ascendancy of technological advancements in information systems and the perceived
growth of the knowledge economy. Inevitably then, what and how buyers learn on and off the job is
likely to be tied up in such a socioeconomic shift from the industrial era to the technological. The tri-
partite relationship of intellectual capital is therefore a developing concept but a useful concept that
assists this research because it directs emphasis to account for shifts and interdependencies in the
socioeconomic landscape and accounts for the individual, social and organisational factors that are

likely to impact on buyer on and off the job VET and learning and performance.

Inevitably, my inclusion of the synthesis between human capital, social capital and organisational

capital will draw comparison to the thinking of Bourdieu’s forms of capital (1983). Yet, despite
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Bourdieu’s response to, Becker (1964) it is not my intent to depart from the scope of this study into
the specific discourse of social struggles which | recognise are surrounded by what some have
described as, “the folly of economic reductionism” (Bonanno, 2018, p. 387). My rationale for the
selection of the forms of capital | present here, recognises utility in a model that helps me to think
about the interconnections that exist between the individual, the organisation and the social and

represent these factors in the design, conduct and analysis of this study.

On two metaphors for learning
My outline of the supplementary research questions in the introduction chapter has previously
announced how and why Sfard’s (1998 p. 4), “two metaphors for learning” has been employed to
conceptually differentiate between the two domains of on and off the job learning in this research. |
will not fully repeat rationale already given but as a brief reminder; principally, | have tied Sfard’s
(1998) notions of learning as participation as a concept to better understand what buyers learn on the
job and, Sfard’s notion of learning as acquisition as a concept to better understand what buyers learn
off the job. Incorporating Sfard’s metaphor in this research also incorporates her guiding principles
which caution, “too great a devotion to one particular metaphor can lead to theoretical distortions
and to undesirable practices” (Sfard, 1998, p. 4). Sfard’s caution is taken to mean that although the
two metaphors for learning may seem to contrast, they should not conceptually standalone (Davis,
2018). By considering the two metaphors to be, in-part at least, conceptually interconnected, the
principles of their use in this research aims to avoid what some consider to be the limitations of,
“unfortunate binary” (Cairns & Malloch, 2011, p. 11) comparisons between on and off the job learning.
Indeed, my rationale for choosing to follow such logic is furthered by, Guile & Unwin (2019, p. 1) who
point out:

Developing the expertise required to participate in work-related activities engages people in

diverse forms of learning in a wide range of spaces throughout their lives. These spaces include

workplaces, workshops, classrooms, community and domestic spaces (including forms of

transport) and the natural environment, and increasingly through interaction with
technologies, including the internet.

Guile & Unwin’s words enlighten this research and have shaped my thoughts because they portray
and emphasise the expansiveness and interconnected complexity involved in better understanding
the relationship between on and off the job learning in the buying occupational context. My aims of
identifying and evaluating factors of learning which might inhibit or enhance buyer performance have
therefore, sought to encompass notions inclusive of the diversity of education and learning
perspectives and activities that can occur both on and off the job and the potential they may have to

influence buyer performance.
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Of course, by taking this stance acknowledgement is given to the idea that learning is not necessarily
independent of social context. | must therefore recognise my engagement with the influence of social
learning theories posited by the work of, Marsick & Watkins (1990) who, “initially conceptualised
informal and incidental learning in contrast to structured, designed learning in formal settings and
workplaces” and proposed, “learning of individuals is integrally connected with and through the social
units in which they are embedded” (Marsick & Watkins, 2018, p. 9). And, in particular, with the ideas
of Communities of Practice (CoP) posited by Lave & Wenger, (1991) whose influence is well
documented in the methodology and findings of this thesis. Yet, the adequacy of communities of
practice is not taken wholly and without acknowledging its limitations. For example, the work of,
Fenwick, Nerland & Jensen (2012) expands theorisations of social learning and communities of
practice to account for sociomaterial perspectives which they claim, “includes tools, technologies,
bodies, actions and objects” (2012, p. 6) and:

helps to avoid putting human actors and human meaning at the centre of practice. It avoids

treating material things as mere appendages to human intention and design, or as traces of
human culture.

(Fenwick, Nerland & Jensen, 2012, p. 6)
Thus, sociomaterial conceptualisations which go beyond cognitive perspectives of learning are also

interwoven into my theorisation of the components of social participatory learning in this research.

Furthermore, | have looked beyond critique associated with what some have described as, “bounded
fields of practice” (Fenwick, Nerland & Jensen, 2012, p. 5) and, as demonstrated with my inclusion of
the previously discussed tripartite relationship of intellectual capital, | have not eclipsed concepts of
the individual at the expense of social theorisations. As the conceptual framework and
methodological approach presented in the following pages will demonstrate, steps have been taken
to account for individual agency and the legitimacy of the unique learning histories, experiences and
biographies (Bloomer, Hodkinson & Billett, 2004) of the participants featured in this research. In so
doing, acknowledgement is given to notions that suggest some learners, in this case buyers, may
acquire or learn similar or comparable buying KSAOs from knowledge, learning environments and
education and training activities found outside of the interdependencies of associated workplace
social communities of practice. This is significant because, as | will further explain in the methodology
chapter, this research is based on the experiences and perceptions of multiple cases of individual
buyers, none of whom are assumed to have achieved their place in the buying world by experiencing
or perceiving learning in the same way. As, Bloomer, et al., (2004, p. 37) posit, “each of us can

construct a different explanation”.
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This research therefore, has not aimed to scope and construct a conceptualisation which distinguishes
superiority of one component of Sfard’s metaphor over the other or can claim to bridge perceived
contrasting conceptual gaps between binary comparisons of on and off the job learning and education.
Rather, | choose to employ the conceptual orthodoxies of Sfard’s metaphor and set them within
diverse concepts of learning theory and the tripartite relationship of human, social and organisational
capital contexts. In so doing, intent is to facilitate and account for contrasting notions of learning and
the shifts in the conceptual thinking between the two metaphors to better understand the research

questions.
Three dimensions of pedagogy

Eraut (2001, p. 19) reminds us that, “professional knowledge cannot be categorised in a manner that
is independent of how it is learned and how it is used”. Though no claims are made asserting the
professional status of the buying occupation, Eraut’s guidance steered attention to the potential value
of including elements within my conceptual framework that could look beyond factors of what buyers
learn on and off the job to also account for how buyers learn on and off the job and its relationship to
buyer performance. By this, | am referring to the pedagogies of buyer on and off the job learning. To
aid the understanding of pedagogy in the context of this study | have turned to a succinct definition
given by, Kemmis & Green (2013, p. 111) understood to mean,

A core of effective and traditional practices of teaching and training that have worked over

time. Pedagogies are further embedded in programs and practices as assumptions that
influence the design and delivery of teaching and training.

Rationale given here, is not based on examining vocational pedagogy in the buying occupation purely
from a teacher-centred or organisational perspective. Indeed, though some buyers do have
responsibility for managing others in the buying workplace and for aspects of buyer training and
development, all buyers learn, and experience being taught in the process of becoming buyers.
Primary intent therefore, was guided by uncovering an appreciation of buying pedagogies as seen
from both practitioner/instructor and student perspectives. In so doing, my aim was to reveal

additional layers of insight to better understand the research questions.

Kemmis & Green’s (2013) definition of pedagogy is helpful in its concision but it shrouds
multidimensional complexities which for, Grootenboer, Edwards-Groves & Choy (2017, p. viii), “can
mean different things in different cultural contexts”. Thus, attention also turned to a sociocultural
method of investigating pedagogy, proposed by, Nind, Curtin & Hall (2016) whose work, Research
Methods for Pedagogy (2016) advances their understanding of pedagogy built on what they describe
as, “three key interrelated dimensions of pedagogy” (Nind, Curtin & Hall, 2016, p. 9).
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Incorporating the structure of three dimensions of pedagogy resonated with my ideas and needs for
this study which envisioned each dimension as a focus for my research protocol and as an investigative
tool. As, Curtin & Hall (2018, p. 369) later explain, “Simply put, these interrelated dimensions describe
the specified, enacted and experienced features of pedagogical practice”. To explain the significance
of each element in turn, specified dimensions of buyer pedagogy might conceivably include, stated
national, institutional or organisational buying syllabus or, “accepted ways of teaching and learning in
a given curriculum domain” (Nind et al., 2016, p. 10). Thinking along such ‘specified’ lines of enquiry
prompted the need to better understand what pedagogies of buyer teaching and learning are or might

be specified and what methods of teaching are or might be used in this context.

The interaction between what could be considered specified pedagogy and how it is enacted in the
buying context is dependent on the interpretations, agency and actions of others and the dynamics of
their circumstances and relationships. Inthe case of this research, such notions apply to those people
who are responsible for enacting buyer on and off the job VET and learning. Here value was found
because each participant in this research represents a unique case and might conceivably reflect

contrasting views on notions of buyer, “pedagogy as enacted” (Nind et al., 2016, p. 10).

As earlier advanced, every buyer is involved in buyer learning, whether as practioner, instructor or
learner. Drawing from buyers’ experiences of teaching and training practices therefore stands to
provide visibility of how pedagogy is received and, “experienced by the actors involved, particularly
by the teachers/mentors/guides and the learners, all of whom are constantly decoding and

interpreting what is happening, and how it is happening” (Nind et al., 2016, p. 11).

The three different but interrelated lenses, Nind et al., (2016) recommend and endorsed in this study
are not included here or understood as a catch all approach to pedagogy. Rather, | have applied a way
of thinking about pedagogic research to the conceptual framework to provide this research with a
structured approach possessing the potential to disclose features of the, “Pedagogy at work” (Nind &
Lewthwaite, 2017, p. 74) in the buying context and better inform the relationship between learning

on and off the job as a buyer and performance as a buyer.
Performance

Thinking about the concept of buyer performance, my starting point was to first consider what is

meant by performance. For, Folan, Browne & Jagdev (2008, p. 605)

Performance is a fact of life. In work or in play, indeed in any activity where we input even
momentary attention, performance can be felt or, at least, deduced if necessary.
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The term performance then would seem to align across widespread multi-disciplinary contexts and
link to notions that imply interconnected factors of behaviours, actions, and results that may or may
not be perceived in the positive when set against individual or collective goals. Armstrong & Taylor
(2014, p. 353) suggest, “performance is defined as behaviour that accomplishes results”. Yet,
Armstrong & Taylor’s (2014) definition though useful, fails to recognise that in the workplace human
performance may also interact with non-human elements. As discussed earlier, the prevalence of
sociomaterial factors in the workplace mean that, “in the corporate world, people, machines, systems,

departments and organisations are required to perform” (Schechner, 2012, p. 34).

Furthermore, the idea that performance can be felt or deduced is an aspect of its nature that implies
any definition or measure of performance is subject to analysis and interpretation. The impact of such
analysis and interpretation in the workplace context is potentially therefore, not without variability,
complications or contestation. As, Billett, in, (Bloomer, Hodkinson & Billett, 2004 p. 25) vividly
observed,
| came to note, for instance, how individuals’ performance is greeted in workplaces. Success
for some is publicly and generously acknowledged. The success of others is dismissed as being
low level, the product of luck or because they are workaholics (e.g. have no other life and are
unworthy of recognition for their success). Equally, mistakes by some will be tolerated, even

mused over, whereas a similar level of mistake (or even perception of incompetence by
others) will be the basis for approbation, ridicule and a reason to exclude from participation.

Billet’s words are influential here, because they warn that any attempts to define a generic or
predetermined definition of performance for this study would likely be narrow and insufficient. As
articulated by, Darwish (2013, p. 3), “there is no consensus amongst Researchers regarding the
measurement of organisational performance”. Discussion must be given here therefore, to different
ways performance can be conceptualised and the connections and variables that may confuse the

relationship between buyer performance and learning.

As Grugulis & Stoyanova (2011, p. 517) point out, defining performance is complex and assessing
performance value is, “gauged by very different metrics” dependent on the sector and size of
organisation. For example, “for organisations in the private sector there are a range of financial ratios
including share price, profits turnover, dividend yield and dividend cover” Grugulis & Stoyanova (2011,
p. 517). Though some of these financial performance indicators apply to the buying occupation and
are also considered important in other workplaces, Truss (2001, p. 1123) contends,

Generally speaking it is recognised that adopting financial measures as the sole criterion for

success is too limited, and a broader perspective should be considered that additionally takes

account of success in terms of the customer and employee constituencies along the lines of
the balanced scorecard.
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The concept of balanced scorecards encompasses broader perspectives of performance. Proposed
and developed by Kaplan & Norton (1996); Becker, Huselid & Ulrich (2001); Huselid, Becker & Beatty
(2005) conceptualisations of balanced scorecards lay claim to the identification and importance of,
“the behaviors, competencies, and mind-set and culture required for workforce success” (Huselid,
Becker & Beatty, 2005, p. inner sleeve). Thus, | have used the words of Truss and borrowed concepts
of performance scorecards as guidance towards attaining broad understandings of buyer
competencies, learning cultures and traditions which are identified and discussed throughout this

thesis.

Though the evolution of the balanced scorecard concept continues to find popularity, it is not entirely
endorsed as a universal approach to performance measurement and management. Indeed, according
to, Perkins, Grey & Remmers (2014, p. 148), “there is much confusion in the literature as to what is
meant exactly by a “Balanced Scorecard”. Yet, acknowledging the potential usefulness of the
balanced scorecard approach informs this research because it sheds light on the extent to which
different performance variables might be applied in conceptualising what buyer performance might
look like. As Fuller, et al., (2004, p. 13) argue, “performance in the workplace typically involves the
I”.

integration of several different forms of knowledge and skill”. In this way, | do not propose that buyer

performance is a clear or distinct concept. Rather, as Truss (2001, p. 1146) suggests,
the notion of what constitutes ‘good performance’ needs to be disaggregated, and that we

need to compare and contrast performance measures at a variety of individual and
organisational levels if we are to gain a real insight into what ‘performance’ means.

Recognition is given therefore, that allows for diverse concepts of what might constitute a high
performing buyer and the potentiality for disaggregated concepts of performance in the buying
context.  To give an example, Lans, Verhees & Verstegen (2016, p. 321) argue, “the ability of
individuals to develop relationships is crucial for learning and success in modern 21st-century society”.
Indeed, learning social competence may well influence individual performance outcomes and is a

notable theme identified and explored in the findings of this thesis.

Yet, assumptions linking learning and training to performance outcomes are problematic, (Bryan,
2006; Druskat & Kayes, 2000; Hager, 2000; Grugulis & Stoyanova, 2011; Nikandrou et al., 2008;
Soderstrom & Bjork, 2015). In this thesis therefore, acknowledgement is given to debates voiced in
the literature which contend learning and learning interventions may not necessarily be the solution
to individual and organisational performance. For Soderstrom & Bjork (2015, p. 176) performance, “is
often an unreliable index of whether the relatively long-term changes that constitute learning have
taken place”. A point emphasised by further claims in their integrative review of learning versus

performance which submits,
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There now exists overwhelming empirical evidence showing that considerable learning can
occur in the absence of any performance gains and, conversely, that substantial changes in
performance often fail to translate into corresponding changes in learning.

(Soderstrom & Bjork, 2015, p. 176)

Accordingly, no assumptions are made here that contend, on or off the job learning and training
necessarily solve performance issues. Rather, increasing our understanding of the core KSAOs,
competencies and performance dynamics in the buying context may help us to, “more constructively,
target existing interventions better”, Grugulis & Stoyanova (2011, p. 516). Moreover, the links
between learning and occupational performance outcomes, though potentially problematic, arguably
intensifies the rationale for accommodating the desire to take steps that might better understand why
thatis so. As Hager (2004, p. 257) recommends,
Further research is needed to expand our understanding of learning from work and the most
appropriate ways of measuring its progress and of enhancing its development.
My aim therefore was to consult buyers themselves to gain their perceptions and experiences of
factors that might inhibit or enhance performance in the UK food and grocery buying context through

the guidance of my conceptual framework.

To do this, | turned to an integrated component of the conceptual framework that employs a theory
of performance attributed to Appelbaum, et al., (2000) and, Boxall & Purcell, (2003; 2016). The AMO
theory | refer to is described by Marin-Garcia & Tomas (2016, p. 1076) to be a, “structured framework
that provides a better understanding of the relationship between human resource management
(HRM) and performance”. The AMO theory of performance is denoted as the mathematical equation,
P=f (A, M, O) and rooted to the guiding principles outlined below and explained by, Boxall & Purcell
(2016, p.155),

Individuals perform when they have:

e the ability (A) to perform (they can do the job because they possess the necessary
knowledge, skills and aptitudes);

e the motivation (M) to perform (they will do the job because they want to do it, or they
feel that they must do it);

e the opportunity (O) to perform (their work structure and its environment provide the

necessary support and avenues for expression).
The theory posits that individual performance can be positively affected through the presence and
effective alignment of all the factors of ability, motivation, and opportunity. Any misalignment or
break in the linkage is claimed to hold adverse effects on individual performance. For example, a
buyer with the requisite ability (A) to perform and the motivation (M) to perform also requires the

necessary opportunity (O) to perform, without which, performance would be adversely affected. Here
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| will again return to, Billett, in, (Bloomer, et al., 2004, p. 25) whose words, though contextually
different, echo strikingly to the significance of such notions of habitus on performance (Bloomer, et
al., 2004) proposed in the example | have given above:
Those whose participation is limited will be restricted in their opportunities to perform and
learn effectively...

It also resonates with some of my personal experience. Opportunities to engage in work
activities are not only distributed on objective appraisals of individual worth or value. The
enactment of workplace cliques | have observed in public-sector and university workplaces
reflects the thuggish behaviour of schoolyard gangs. These affordances shape the ability to
engage in activities and access guidance that can extend knowledge and is central to learning
and also the acknowledgement of performance.

Of course, the three factors of performance outlined in the AMO framework do not offer a complete
list of ingredients to a defining conceptualisation of buyer performance. As Buller & McEvoy (2012, p.
47) critically consider, “AMO is focused primarily on the individual level of analysis and does not
explicitly take into account strategy or group and organizational determinants of performance”.
Nevertheless, as Runhaar, (2017) points out, the AMO concept might usefully be employed to,
“categorise different types of stimulating factors” (2017, p. 759) from which an understanding of

buyer performance can be derived for the purposes of this study.

| do not claim therefore, AMO framework offers a defining conceptualisation of performance, and |
have not used it in this way. Rather, inclusion of the AMO framework is advanced as a
conceptualisation relevant to the level of this research. Which is designed to tease out individual
perceptions and experiences, rather than organisational perspectives and which provides a structured
line of enquiry from which to systematically and thematically explore the topic and variables of buyer
performance. As | will later explain in the methodology chapter, the AMO framework has been
fundamental in shaping the research protocol. Indeed, theme two (2) of the research protocol
(Appendix. 1) illustrates how the three lines of inquiry (ability, motivation, and opportunity) were
reflected in the semi-structured interview questions devised to prompt participants to think about the
relationship between buyer performance and learning and teaching following the AMO framework’s

guiding principles.
UK food and grocery buyer VET and learning: investigating the literature

| have so far explained the conceptualisations employed in this study and given critical recognition to
the relevance and value of their theoretical perspectives in furthering the research aims. In synthesis,
the conceptualisations provide a distinctive and unique conceptual framework from which | have
established interconnections between the wider literature and research design components,

including; fieldwork, specific questions and protocols, data analysis and contextual conclusions. The
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following pages will now proceed to further locate the contribution this research makes in relation to
the corpus of existing knowledge | have linked to the topic of UK grocery buyer VET and learning and

performance.

Before presenting my synopsis, | must first return to claims made in the introduction purporting the
scarcity of research and published literature concerning the topic of UK food and grocery buyer VET
and learning. The origin of this claim was initially founded on perception fuelled by intuition and
assumptions based on my twenty-three years’ experience as a UK food and grocery buyer and trading
manager. To me there was a perceptible absence of related literature, publications and codified core
texts available from which to better understand and potentially further my buying KSAOs. At that
time, my acquaintance with such avenues of knowledge included organisational learning materials
and resources supplemented by trade magazines, general management texts and some legislative
guidance required by GSCOP (2009). Though | consider these sources of knowledge to have been
valuable contributors to my development as a buyer, | felt my wider understanding of food and
grocery buying VET and learning was incomplete and largely unsupported by a comprehensive written
body of codified knowledge. My perceptions of a significant gap in this area of buyer related
knowledge remained and became a leading influence underpinning the rationale for this research. Of
course, conducting this research has provided the opportunity to challenge my own experiential
intuition and assumptions which | have been able to balance through obligation and my firm
commitment to investigate the existing body of knowledge associated with UK food and grocery buyer
VET and learning as part of the research process. Table (2.3) given in the Methodology chapter confers

the full scope of enquiry which turned investigation to exploring the following sources of information:

e Academic literature including; books, journals, trade publications and magazines

e UK retail policy reports and publications

e UK Government education policy reports and publications

e UK retail sector related market research reports and publications

e UK retail institutions and research bodies

e UK Chartered Institutes

e UK retailer organisational and corporate learning and training manuals

e UK based training and education providers; training manuals and documentation
These sources of information were accessed primarily via the archives of the University of
Huddersfield Library services and their extensive network of electronic data bases. The Google Scholar

data base and search facility was also extensively employed and internet access to corporate web

pages and some social media provided useful routes to trace sources of literature and information.

| wanted my examination of the topical literature to include the date from which | entered the buying

occupation to the date | completed this research. Criteria for inclusion in searching texts and data
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bases therefore, was date ranged to include sources from 1992 to 2020. A range of keywords and
short sentences was employed to search data bases for literature relatable to the topic of UK food and
grocery buyer VET and learning. Here, | will note that my search of the literature did have limitations
and proved challenging. The word, buyer for example, is a homonym which often returned data
searches linked to, buyer[s] as consumer[s] and not in the occupational context required. And,
searches containing the abbreviation, VET returned publications connected to unrelated occupations
or of a veterinarian context. My method of collection and analysis therefore required considerable
trial, patience and manual screening of literature titles, abstracts and keywords to determine

relevance to the research topic.

Though positive for my claims of an original contribution to knowledge, my search returned little
evidence of a comprehensive or coordinated representation of UK food and grocery buyer VET and
learning in the public literature. Indeed, the lack of, “satisfactory published material concerning what
retail buyers actually do” was emphasised by Swindley, (1992, p. 533) in his research titled, Retail
buying in the United Kingdom (1992). Swindley’s assertions on the absence of, “adequate textbooks
and precious little literature” (1992, p. 533) prompted research which now serves to provide a historic
reference point in the form of a study of 150 grocery and apparel buyers conducted in 1989/90.
Though Swindley’s research scope included apparel buyers it is unusual in that it shares focus with
food and grocery buyer participants and provides useful insight on the changes and issues facing UK
grocery retail at the time, the roles and responsibilities of buyers and the characteristics and skills
perceived of a good buyer. Swindley’s (1992) study also provides an early example of what appears
to be the precursor to subsequent focus on the research and development of literature and texts
predominantly aimed at furthering the knowledge base of retail fashion buying, not food and grocery

buying.

The apparent fashion led focus in the literature is largely exemplified in core texts from this sector of
buying attributed to, Jackson & Shaw (2000;2001); Varley (2001;2014); Clodfelter (2003;2008;2018);
Jacobsen (2009). In fact, my quest to better understand the distinction of available core texts between
fashion and food and grocery buying led me to seek personal correspondence and advice with one of
the notable educator authors mentioned above, Rosemary Varley in (2018). My enquiry was gratefully
rewarded with a candid written response which concluded that much of the available buyer related
educational literature is, “often fashion focussed [because] degrees with fashion in the title have
tended to recruit well” (R. Varley, personal communication, 2018). The correspondence further
explains:

When | wrote the first edition of the book (published in 2001), retail management and
marketing degrees (where buying and merchandising teaching was situated) were a growing
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HE offer (this was in the 1990s). | wrote my book because there really wasn't a comprehensive
teaching resource in this area - | had to cobble resources together to teach a cross
sector Business and Management module.

This insight was invaluable because it helped in better understanding the apparent absence of food
and grocery buying core texts when set against the rise of fashion buying related literature seemingly
driven by the popularity and demand for HE provisions of fashion retail education. And, though much
of the fashion buying core texts share principles with food and grocery buying, the disciplinary nuances
of food and grocery buying that this research seeks to include remains largely unchartered in core text

format.

Yet, it is both incorrect and misleading to claim that insight valuable in establishing a better
understanding of the research questions cannot be found in the literature. Indeed, Varley’s evocative
account of “cobbling together” her resources inspired attempts to widen my search from discipline
specific core texts, journals and books to cross disciplinary journals and research publications. The
disciplines of marketing, business management, supply chain, retail and distribution all provided place
holders amongst others where traces of insight useful to the furtherment of this research could be
found. Here, | will select a sample of the literatures that have influenced this study to portray a mosaic

of contributions that can be found.

| start with, Davies’s (1994) study of 125 retail buyers spanning 102 retail businesses which reveals
common decision-making practices and contextual factors related to product selection and, “the
delisting of products by retail buyers” (1994, p. 473). Like Swindley (1992), Davies’s research takes in
a combination of buyer participants drawn across buying disciplines including the food and grocery
context. His study asserts the power and, “the influence of the retail buyer in consumer markets”
(1994, p. 473) and the centrality of the buyer to the success of the retail organisation. A claim later
emphasised by, Dobson & Chakrabortly (2008, p. 333) in the wake of then growing scrutiny over what
was perceived as, “Buyer power in the UK groceries market”. The mantle of which was taken up by
GSCOP investigation (2009) and which has resulted in UK buyer related legislation extant to the time

of writing this thesis.
Davies builds on the work of Swindley, directly citing the influence of his work and claiming,

Swindley (1992) provided data on the background of retail buyers that were used to create
scales to categorise each buyer on age, experience and education.
(1994, p. 477)
Both, Swindley (1992) and Davies (1994) provide a fascinating depiction of the learning context of the
retail buying occupation and to better understanding the research questions by conferring, range

management, pricing, negotiation, profit and loss, promotions and merchandising amongst the core
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foundations of what buyers do and what buyers learn on and off the job. Like this research, their own
research methods also factored in the relationship between formal qualifications and on the job
experience and buyer performance. Thus providing, historical context behind some of the participant
perspectives given in this study regarding the pathways, learning cultures and traditions of buyer VET
and learning that will be discussed throughout. Most, notably, notions linking improved performance
in the buying occupation to previous on the job learning experiences gained working on the shop floor.
As Davies, then Professor in Retailing at Manchester Business School (1994, p. 477-478) explained:
Experience was assessed using three measures, the number of years as a buyer, the number
as a buyer with their current employer and whether they had experience of working in a retail
store for more than a year. It was noted in the preliminary interviews that some larger retailers
had been employing young graduates as junior buyers and that these graduates often did not
appear to have had experience of working in a store. Such buyers may make mistakes in

product selection that would be avoided by those with direct experience of what sold well to
the retailer's customers and this may lead to different criteria for deselecting products.

Davies’s (1994) work is especially evocative when one reflects on his conclusion which includes
contestable yet farsighted predictions that posit:
Retail buying is not a totally analytical role, at least not at present. Retail buying will become

more of a science as the new generation of buyers matures but it will remain something of an
art, an area for skill as well as analysis.

(Davies, 1994, p. 491)
Given the date of his study this is a perceptive observation which perhaps foretold future impacts of
technology on the KSAOs of the contemporary buyer and the potential influence it may have on buyer
on and off the job learning and its relationship to performance as a buyer. Indeed, UIf Johansson
(2001; 2002) seized on the prophetic contextual value of both Swindley (1992) and Davies (1994) in
his attempts to both unravel and connect the complexities of retail grocery buying processes in a
conceptual framework to advance the potential of the then evolutionary enabling interface between,
“Information, IT and the retail buying process” (Johansson, 2001, p. 342). At the time, Johansson
recognised the internationalisation and globalisation of fast-moving consumable goods (FMCG) and
the innovation and change in technological conditions being brought about by electronic data
processing and the rise of the internet. In many ways his study arguably marks a point in time where
pre-technological insight from the literature of Swindley (1992) and Davies (1994) amongst others,
helped shape an electronic process view of the buying occupation and advanced questions posed by
Johansson (2001, p. 353) himself, who queried, “does e-tailing only mean selling in another way or

does it also entail buying in another way?”.

Of course, history reveals much about the direction that the rise in technology and the internet has

had on the way UK food and grocery retailers sell their goods. Yet, the intervening years have revealed
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very little about the way UK food and grocery buyers buy, how they are educated and the relationship
between notions of on and off the job learning and their performance. And, though | acknowledge
that the scope of this research does not include some fascinating and informative insight that
stretches beyond the boundaries of the UK based literature, that relates to the subject of this research
in different international contexts. Texts from further fields have been a useful source of enquiry and
provided voices which have helped me to consider perspectives of food and grocery buying that link
to buyer education and learning through commentary on aspects of; decision making, functions,
characteristics, roles and responsibilities, career management, behaviours, codes of practice and

performance indicators.

As Lewis & Arnold (2012 p. 452) note, buyers, “often work with, and influence, many areas of the
business”. It is perhaps not surprising therefore, that this research, though education focussed, sits
amongst cross disciplinary boundaries of past works and contributes to bridging the gaps between
what is advanced as a broadly disparate body of literature with a unique study focused on furthering

the knowledge of training and education in UK food and grocery buying.
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Chapter Three: Methodology

Section 1. Design and methodology
Ontological and epistemological considerations: a critical realist approach

Organisations and individuals are operating in an increasingly volatile, uncertain, complex
and ambiguous (VUCA) environment.

(Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development, 2015, p. 3)

The research questions seek to understand the relationship between learning on and off the job as a
buyer and performance that exists within the social world of the buyer. In which the, “systematic
unpredictability of human affairs” (Scott, 2002, p. 6) meets the contextually shifting socioeconomic
backdrop of the VUCA environment, from which retail institutions must operate and buyers must
learn. Against such open and complex social conditions, it is difficult to conceive circumstances where
the reality of the occupational landscape the buyer must face can be fully apprehended. These
prevailing social conditions have had a profound influence on how | have chosen to pursue and answer
the research questions. Assessing what counts as meaningful data and evidence of the research field
has therefore, required my considered ontological and epistemological stand point, which | will now

explain.

| will start with the assertion that this research has not been, a venture into interpretive reductionism
or the deductive world of reasoning which might aim to confer new knowledge based on producing
generalisable outcomes. Rather, in the context of this research | have followed, a critical realist
philosophy that has been employed to tap into the everyday experiences and perceptions of buyers
and extends an ontological hand towards the complexity and multi-dimensional depth of the buying
occupation and the UK grocery retail environment. And, which questions the possibility of making,

“law-like predictions about social and educational matters” (Scott, 2014, p. 35).

That is not to say | have prescribed to overlook or discount what Guba and Lincoln (1989, p. 561) posit
as the important, “paradigmatic differences”. To do so would have been a mistake which for example,
overlooks the importance of the quantitative political arithmetic traditions (Pring, 2004) of
educational research and its sway over educational policy decision making. The effects of which
according to Syed and Mingers (2018, p. 671), “are necessary, if not sufficient to help us understand
and steer the complex world we now inhabit”. Moreover, and as | will later discuss, quantitative and
statistical methods of research and analysis, if not categorical, play an ever-increasing part in the
operational, tactical and strategic aspect of buyer and wider retail decision making. | have therefore,
remained amenable to the empirical influence of quantitative based evidence to this study and to its

relevance and meaning at the educational and occupational level.
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Nevertheless, | do not advocate wholesale methodological reliance on what has been described as the
naive realism (Maxwell, 2012) of positivist philosophy in this study. This is because | have not sought
to identify what works by the separation of facts and values (Tikly, 2015) in search of my aims. Rather,
my aims have sought to better understand a research question which puts emphasis on the relational
ties and variables between learning on and off the job as a buyer and performance as a buyer that are
inherently diverse and multi-dimensional. Which are stratified, non-controllable within the limitations
of this study and wide open to, “people’s multiple meaning and interpretations” (Mason, 2018, p. 8).
Indeed, in answering the research questions, | have turned to the guidance of Piketty (2013) who
proposes:

It is not the purpose of social science research to produce mathematical certainties that can

be substitute for open, democratic debate in which all shades of opinion are represented.

(Piketty, 2013, P. 571)
Inevitably then, an element of interpretivist thinking (Frazer & Lacey, 1993) is present in my research
philosophy and is necessary as the starting point (Bhaskar, 2016) to tease out buyer’s multiple
perceptions and experiences as a meaningful source of data associated with the real world of the
buyer. As Bhaskar (2016, p. 105) points out, “We must at least know what agents think they are doing
and why they are (in their opinion) doing it”. However, my ontological amenability to seeking out
buyer’s perceptions and experiences is not contingent on the traditions of, phenomenological or

constructivist world views.

To clarify, a buyer’s perceptions and experiences, | have considered, are indeed relative to their
individual social worlds and lived experiences. But, if the existence of the VUCA socioeconomic
environment is to be believed, the diversity of buyer perceptions and experiences are also surrounded
by events and structures, external realities and phenomena which exist and interact independently of
their senses or consciousness. Therefore to, “deny the existence of any reality apart from our
constructions” (Maxwell, 2012, p. 5) would seem as radical a proposition as naive realism in the
context of this research. Even if we presuppose these potentialities (Fletcher, 2016) or, “generative
mechanisms” (Hoddy, 2019, p. 112) are socially constructed, notions of multiple realities of truth, even
when reduced to shared cultural or social group solidarity, strains the epistemological validity of any
particular interpretive, “vantage point from which to determine the truth-value and criteria for

rationality” (Syed & Mingers, 2018, p. 672).

Consequently, my research philosophy is informed by the potential dangers of resting claims of
evidence and knowledge on a false dualism (Pring, 2004) and has been reactive to my initial fears of

developing a conceptual strategy that would not adequately map and correspond to the multi-
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dimensional reality of the buying occupation. To which importance has been given to the relevance of
engaging with the reality of multiple variables and uncovering data relational to: agency, structures,
process, practices, objects, time and space, communities, histories, prior experience, texts, knowledge

and opportunity to learn. (Nind, et al, 2016; Hoddy, 2019).

The underpinning philosophy of this research is therefore responsive to critical realist perspectives
which, Tikly (2015, p. 238) conceptually locates, “in contrast to both the ‘naive realism’ of empiricists
and the relativism of interpretivists”. Referred to by (Fletcher, 2016, p. 182) as, “a scientific
alternative” critical realism is based on assumptions which claim the foundations of science are
guestionable (Robson, 2011) and that, “there can be more than one scientifically correct way of

understanding reality in terms of conceptual schemes” (Lakoff, 1987, p. 265).

Opting for a critical realist position in this study should not however, be viewed as a conceptual
sidestep which seeks a theoretical middle ground. To the contrary, | have been motivated to devise
and deploy a systematic, empirical research design unique to this study, inspired by pluralist notions
that engage in the “potential to build on the strengths whilst avoiding the pitfalls of both empiricism
and interpretivism” (Tikly, 2015, p. 238). | do so by, advocating a design scheme, that supports my
aims by maximising access to meaningful data sources to capture and reveal as much insight of the
reality of the buying world as possible (within the confines of the study) from which to inform the
research questions. And, in conjunction with a conceptual framework to empirically structure and

thematically assess what is found.

In so doing, | have aimed to moderate my own value judgments and biases as the researcher and a
susceptibility from my previous occupational background which predisposes me to be guided by a
personal impatience of going looking for pragmatic practical solutions to work based problems. | will
now identify and later discuss the buyers’ propensity to favour a pragmatic approach in the workplace
and to advocate what works for the individual, the group or what might serve to get the job done in
the course of their occupational duties. However, in positioning the conceptual underpinnings and
conduct of this study | have not followed the pragmatic argument. My logic rests on my distinction of
purpose to better understand, and a critical apprehension of the pursuit of ‘what works’ which does

not necessarily get to the nature of epistemology.

Paradoxically, in answering the research questions the findings of this study may indeed provide
insight which might yield a practical bearing to the buying occupation. Or warrant further
investigation, which might arguably, be better suited to alternative research paradigms. But | will
argue that any such outcomes would be because of following a critical realist philosophy which first

aimed to take steps towards a better understanding of reality not as a fix for practicality.
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The consequences and benefits of these conceptual guiding principles for the methodology, field

methods and data analysis | have thus employed | will now go on to introduce and explain.
The estimate, planning and practical considerations

My approach to answering the research questions and devising the practical courses of action taken
in this study was developed from a preliminary planning strategy which first involved conducting a
detailed appreciation and formal planning estimate of the research terrain. This involved the thorough
appraisal of a set of planning questions which when answered provided intelligence which informed
my decision-making process and helped determine the courses of action and events required to
accomplish systematic, ethical and conceptually balanced research. The question set used for the
planning estimate in the conduct of this research owes much to the guidance of Mason, (2018) and is

given below.

1. Understanding and evaluating the research terrain: what is the extent, size and scope of
the field of research and what does this mean?

2. Practicalities, constraints and courses of action: what are the freedoms, constrains and
risks and what are the obstacles and avenues of approach?

3. What counts as data and or a data source within the scope of the research?

4. What methods/instruments could | use to collect and analyse the data and how and when
could | use them to best affect?

5. What is the role of existing theoretical concepts in the areas of research interest?

o Could I build a systematic approach using a conceptual framework that draws
from and builds upon existing theory that is relational to the broad areas of
educational research interest?

o Would a systematic approach and conceptual framework assist in substantiating
the quality of the methodology?

o Would a systematic approach and conceptual framework link to effective data
coding and analysis?

6. What are the ethical considerations underpinning each question and the research in

general?

Though presented numerically answering the questions was not a sequential process. In practice, the
guestions were found to be overlapping and interrelated. By that | mean, it was necessary to consider
different questions simultaneously. As a solitary researcher bound by the constraints of a ‘single pair
of hands’ | found this to be a complex, iterative and time intensive challenge to overcome. The ideal

scenario | envisaged would have involved the simultaneous examination of each question by a
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research team contributing concurrently with information being drawn together centrally from which
to formulate the concept of my research operation. To help provide enhanced visibility of the
overlapping and interrelated considerations encountered, | devised a planning and estimate model,
illustrated by (Fig. 1.2) to act as a visual aide memoire throughout the conduct of the research. This
Was employed to lay emphasis on interrelated relationships and underline the unifying purpose
between the estimate planning questions, research questions and the identified broad areas of
research interest. Strength lies in such an approach because my estimations and courses of actions
were reached in sight of wider considerations and informed trade-offs rather than approaching each

guestion in isolation.
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Fig. 1.2. Planning and estimate model
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To further aid estimation, judgement, and the decision-making process a simply designed, three-
column format analytical tool was employed. Developed and widely used by Staff Officers and
Commanders responsible for planning activities in the UK Armed Forces, it is a tool | have previously
drawn upon during several periods of military service, as a practical technique and aid to problem
solving. Its strength lies in facilitating a process of systematic consideration and recording of key
factors, constraints, evaluation and deduction. To explain and put simply: in answering a question or
factor, an initial deduction is made, this is known as the, so what analysis. At that juncture, a task or
action is considered in relation to any identified constraints. These are recorded and appropriate,

considered choices and actions are taken forward.

Table 1.5. Three-column format

Question/Factor Deduction Task/Constraint/Clarification
(so what analysis) /Product/Output
(a) (b) ()

To summarise, the estimate planning process including the questions, tools and aide-mémoire
outlined has underpinned my efforts to apply a systematic and practical approach and has contributed
to the formation of the courses of action taken throughout this research and which | will now go on

to discuss in detail.
The research terrain: Scope and scale, a concentrated field of research

| have previously introduced the socioeconomic and national geographical scale of the UK grocery
retail sector. To emphasise this further, data obtained from the Inter-Departmental Business Register
(IDBR) reveals, “The known retail industry population is approximately 200,000 businesses” (ONS,
2018) with food and grocery retailing widely recognised to be, “by far the largest sector within the UK
retail economy” (Jones, Hillier & Comfort, 2014, p. 130-138). The extent of the research field provided
the challenge of narrowing down and setting an operationally scalable and academically meaningful
research scope and sampling strategy which was manageable for the single researcher with limited
time and resources. Despite the large number of retail businesses operating in the UK, closer
investigation revealed the contextual setting of food and grocery sales to be, “extremely
concentrated” Jones, Hillier & Comfort, 2014, p. 130). So much so, and as the table below indicates:

nine of the UK’s largest grocery retailers are estimated to account for 95.3% of all UK grocery retail
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sales, of which just four of these, namely, Tesco, J Sainsbury, Asda and Morrisons share 68.5% market

share by sales value.

Table 1.6. UK Grocery Market Share 12 Weeks ending 12.08.2018 (Kantar World Panel, 2018)

UK Grocery Retailer Grocery Market Share by (£) Value
Tesco 27.4%
J Sainsbury 15.5%
Asda 15.2%
Morrisons 10.4%
Aldi 7.6%
Co-Operative 6.6%
Lidl 5.5%
Waitrose 5.0%
Iceland 2.1%
Independents 1.8%
Other Outlets 1.8%
Ocado 1.1%

It must be noted that this data represents a snapshot of the UK food and grocery market at the given
period and does not reflect the historical and statistical ebb and flow of a competitive and dynamic
market that in recent times has seen the rise of European based discounters Aldi and Lidl and the
emerging prospect of a joint corporate merger between J Sainsbury and Asda. Moreover, it is an
example, typical of commercially available market research data which can be found to vary
dependent on the commercial provider and the research methods and analysis used. Nevertheless,
market data of this sort is used extensively by retailers, analysts and commentators as guidance to
grocery retail market performance. Accordingly, this data provided a valuable marker in guiding the
study towards an appropriate contextual setting by identifying the largest UK grocery retailers and
illustrating the concentrated nature of the environment. Yet, pursuing efforts to access further market
research data from which to yield greater exactness of scope based on these measures proved to be
constrained as commercial data of this type is expensive and generally, not freely available. Attention
therefore, turned to making a comparative analysis against an exemplar of existing methodological
practice set against similar sampling parameters given to designated retailers within the scope of UK

Government’s, Groceries (Supply Chain Practices) Market Investigation Order 2009 (GSCOP).

Any Retailer with a turnover exceeding £1 billion with respect to the retail supply of Groceries
in the United Kingdom, and which is designated in writing as a Designated Retailer by the OFT.

(The Groceries (Supply Chain Practices) Market Investigation Order 2009 p. 5)
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Table 1.7. Designated Retailers GSCOP (2009)

Designated Retailers
(The Groceries (Supply Chain Practices) Market Investigation Order 2009, p. 17)

Asda Stores Limited, a subsidiary of Wal-Mart Stores Inc

Co-Operative Group Limited

Marks & Spencer plc

Wm Morrison Supermarkets plc

J Sainsbury plc

Tesco plc

Waitrose Limited, a subsidiary of John Lewis plc

Aldi Stores Limited

Iceland Foods Limited, a subsidiary of the Big Food Group
Lidl UK GmbH

In justification of applying my intuition in taking this methodological stance, | acknowledge Denzin &
Lincoln, (2013, p. 185) and would contend that this particular, “paradigmatic case transcends any rule-
based criteria” and could therefore be considered, “Prototypical”’. Nevertheless, and as can be
observed, there is a close correlation evident between the ten largest UK retailers defined by GSCOP
(2009) and those retailers featured in the commercial market share data (2018) given in table (1.6).
Notably, both data sets use variations of Sterling turnover measures that contextualise the retail
grocery setting by economic size and scale. The strength of applying Sterling turnover as a key
component of scope was therefore identified as a core measure allied to reasoning which equates
levels of grocery buying activity with economic measures that are representative of the critical mass
of grocery sales in the UK. Furthermore, comparing the GSCOP (2009) data with market share data
from 2018 binds this study to a particular timeframe. Thus, giving a window into a period of time which
uncovered wider, “sets of goings on” (Mason, 2018, p. 54) in UK grocery retailing. This additional
contextual reasoning supported the decision made to narrow the boundary of the research field

specifically to the GSCOP (2009) scope of designated retailers (Table 1.7).

Further contextual explanation is given by identifying the inclusion of Ocado in the 2018 market share
data. Ocado’s presence signifies the emergence of online grocery retailing over the period and offsets
the historical backdrop of dominance by a small number of retailers and points to shifts in the future
trajectory of UK grocery retailing. Ocado’s success has prompted consultations by the UK Government
investigating the feasibility of extending the remit of GSCOP (2009). However, at the time of writing,
Ocado remains outside of the GSCOP (2009) remit and therefore sits outside the scope of this
research. This is crucial, because inclusion in this research scope was given to those UK grocery

retailers bound to GSCOP (2009) to reflect a logic that also accounts for the context of regulatory
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legislation on retail and grocery buyer best practice, VET and occupational performance over the
period. This then, provided the population of retailers within the research environment from which to

determine the sampling strategy | will now discuss.
Factors driving strategic sampling

Accounts of real phenomena, including the sample in research, are weak constructions. The
best we can say of these is that they raise consciousness about social objects we seek to
interpret and explain.

Emmel, (2013, P. 6)
Even allowing for the contracted boundaries of the research scope, the generation of a fully
representative sample of the, “total empirical population” (Mason, 2018, p. 60) of the research field
was unachievable and moreover, it was never the aim. Scale, time, resources and enumerable
variables from which to tie measures and judgements of representativeness with categorical certainty
was always a constraint that countered any realistic attempts to, “satisfy statistical requirements for
randomness” (Guba & Lincoln, 1989, p. 178). The inductive led aims of the research question
therefore, was always intended to, ‘better understand’ the relationship between learning on and off
the job as a buyer and performance as a buyer. Hence, no claims are made to confer generalisable

outcomes.

In this context, preference was given to crafting a purposively selective based sampling strategy. Built
on a logic of generating insight that would balance the needs for simplicity, manageability and
credibility by providing an illustrative and sufficiently evocative depiction of the, “distinctive elements
in the character” (Mason, 2018, p. 60) of the grocery buying occupation and its social and cultural
setting. Discounting systematic approaches led me to an information-orientated selection criterion
conceived on principles which according to Denzin and Lincoln (2013, p. 182) aims to, “maximise the
utility of information from small samples and single cases” and which was in part, informed by a
combination of personal judgement, occupational knowledge and enriched by the methodological
literature. | have already argued for the value of my experiential knowledge in the context of this study
and indeed, my working familiarity of the research field proved to be as Yin (2015, p. 106) contends,
a pathway to, “multiple sources of evidence” and which is posited by, Galletta & Cross (2013, p. 12)
to be beneficial to, “understanding of the research context”. Allied to this, my thinking was further
strengthened by, Trafford & Leshem (2008, p. 198). In particular, by inspiring my consideration of
data samples in, “different forms and held by different respondents who were in different locations”.
Thinking in these broader, layered terms linked the sample strategy to the national geographic scale
and VUCA environment of the buying occupation and helped to counterbalance critical concerns

resonant with what, Tight (2017, p. 389) describes as, “going beyond the familiar” boundaries
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associated with selective and convenience methods of sampling. This then, formed the guidelines for
what is advanced to be a purposively selected, multi-participant case study sample which | will now

confer further detail.
The UK grocery buyer as the unit of analysis: defining participant characteristics
Any unit of investigation in which persons were involved could only be understood if the

perspectives of those (and the interaction of those perspectives) were taken into account.

(Pring, 2000, p. 40).

Pring’s claims given above provides reason | consider central to the social context of this study and
advanced as critical reasoning to establishing a better understanding of the relationship between
learning on and off the job as a buyer and performance as a buyer. It is the educational perceptions,
experiences and leading opinions of UK grocery buyers themselves that have been gained from their
own practical interactions which primarily inform this study. Strength here is found in the buyers’
own capacity to gain knowledge, learn and reflect on their own understandings, motivations,
performances and those of others which have informed this study with insight depicting, why and how
people become grocery buyers and what and how grocery buyers learn on and off the job. The
participating UK retail grocery buyers which form part of this sampling strategy are therefore given as
the unit of analysis of this research, each having given informed consent to participate in a semi-

structured interview and research questionnaire. (Appendix. 2 and 3)

Without the luxury of an accurate sample size or a ubiquitous data framework from which to
generalise or formulate strata for participant definition and selection, steps were taken to first
mitigate critical concepts of researcher bias. This was achieved by, “looking at group characteristics
rather than individual traits” (Verschuren, 2003, p. 11) and by adopting principles that according to
Cresswell (2009, p. 127), “illustrates sub groups and facilitates comparisons”. The aim being to foster
representations of subjectivity, objectivity and replicability rather than to errand convenience as the
solitary criterion and thereby addressing critical disquiet which, according to Maxwell (2012, p. 94),

“exposes your conclusions to serious validity threats”.

Accordingly, two categories and separate classifications were chosen to collectively define the group

characteristics of UK grocery buyers for the purposes of this study:

e Category (a) Primary buyer.
The Primary Buyer is representative of selected participants with group characteristics as defined by
the UK Competition Commissions, Groceries (Supply Chain Practices) Market Investigation Order

(2009)
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“Primary Buyer means, in relation to any individual Supplier, the employee or employees
within a Retailer’s Buying Team who are responsible from time to time for the day-to-day
buying functions of the Retailer in respect of that individual Supplier”
(GSCOP, 2009, p. 4).
In relation to the research questions, this category provided a sample from which buyer on and off
the job education training and learning as understood, experienced and perceived from a current or
recent learner’s perspective.
e  Category (b) Senior buyer.
The senior buyer is distinguishable from the primary buyer by managerial responsibility. This category
of participant is therefore representative of selected participants with group characteristics as defined
by the UK Competition Commissions, Groceries (Supply Chain Practices) Market Investigation Order
(2009)

“Senior Buyer means, in relation to any individual Supplier, an employee or employees within
a Retailer’s Buying Team who manage the Primary Buyer or Primary Buyers for that Supplier
(or is otherwise at a higher level than the Primary Buyer(s) within the management structure
of the Retailer)”.
(GSCOP, 2009, p. 4).

In relation to the research question, this category provided data from which buyer on and off the job

education, training and learning as understood, experienced and perceived from a past learner and

managers perspective.

A further category was created to provide insight from those participants with group characteristics

associated with the UK grocery supplier base and associated retail sector.
Category (c) Retail supplier or associate.
Participants selected within this category are defined with group characteristics associated

“Supplier means any person carrying on (or actively seeking to carry on) a business in the
direct supply to any Retailer of Groceries for resale in the United Kingdom, and includes any
such person established anywhere in the world, but excludes any person who is part of the
same group of interconnected bodies corporate (as defined in section 129(2) of the Act) as

the Retailer to which it supplies” (GSCOP, 2009, p. 2).

This category provided data from which buyer on and off the job education, training and learning as

understood, experienced and perceived from a retail supplier or associate perspective.
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Overlaying organisational variance, time and location: refining the selection criteria

Further to the conditions set out above, additional contextual depth was added which reflected

consideration of the relationship between participant characteristics, organisational variance, location

and time. Accordingly, the following additional criteria for sampling selection was applied:

e All participants selected in category (A) and (B) must have fulfilled the role of Primary Buyer and
or Senior Buyer in one or more UK retailer as designated by GSCOP (2009) at any time between
04th August 2009 and 18 August 2018.

Designated retailer means:

“any Retailer with a turnover exceeding £1 billion with respect to the retail supply of Groceries
in the United Kingdom, and which is designated in writing as a Designated Retailer by the OFT”
(GSCOP, 2009, p. 5) (See Table 1.7)

e All participants selected in Category (C) must have fulfilled an equivalent role to participants in
categories (A) and (B) at any time between 2009 and 2018.

e Any participant meeting the above criteria with additional retail buying experience gained with
any retailer outside of the GSCOP (2009) designated retailer definition will not be excluded from

participation.
Accessing and selecting participants: personal messaging methods

As Smith (2006, p. 648) points out, “it is generally accepted that trying to gain access to research
groups is a problematic aspect of many social research projects”. My previous occupational
experience as a buyer therefore provided a promising means of identifying and accessing potentially
suitable research participants. Accordingly, a total of thirty-five (35) former colleagues and associates
were identified from my personal network of retail industry contacts. The initial objective was to
contact individuals based on the group characteristic selection criteria, to introduce the research
background and gauge levels of receptiveness to participate in semi-structured interviews and
biographical questionnaires as part of the study. | will later discuss, my positionality in problematising
the social dynamics of my previous occupational relationships with the eventual research participants.
But at this stage, the potential benefit of accessing a sizeable network of industry contacts, although
promising, offered no assurance of attaining enough interest in participation. Therefore, a
communication strategy was implemented to offset the would-be problems associated with what
West (2017, p. 551) has described as, “competing and multiple demands on participant time”. Thus,
a combination of predominantly Linked-In social networking and SMS text messaging was used to
initiate contact. Employing a brief introductory message in this informal way short cut the prospect of
communication potentially encountering mountainous in trays and becoming lost in pages of work-

related E-mail messages. Furthermore, this method reflected my decision to appeal to participants as
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private individuals in favour of using a more formal, organisationally focussed approach that
emphasised their occupational role or position. The added benefit of using this personal messaging
strategy meant that communication was not time or location bound and significant merits were

observed.

First, the response rate was high, twenty-seven (27) electronic replies were received from
respondents declaring a positive intent to participate and only eight (8) communications did not
receive a reply. The high response rate enhanced my confidence in accessing enough participants
from the potential research population to conduct the study. Second, all the responses were timely
and received within one week of my initial communication. Thus, generating impetus and momentum
at the start of my fieldwork which in effect, became the call to action across other operational
activities connected with the research design and planning. Third, replies from respondents featured
feedback which proved valuable in gauging levels of interest in the study. Of note was the evident
readiness of respondents to promptly schedule diary dates to participate which added a crucial level

of assurance in my assessment of the overall operational viability at the early stages of the research.

Table (1.8) below shows the results obtained by utilising predominantly personal messaging methods

to access and initiate communication with the potential participants in this study.

Table 1.8. Multi-communicative messaging methods

Contact method | Linked-In message | Text message E-Mail message Total
Number of 27 7 1 35
contacts made

Number of 19 7 1 27

responses received
with positive intent
to participate

Number of non- 8 0 0 8
responses
% effectiveness 70% 100% 100% 77%

Leveraging on the messaging functionality of the Linked-In social networking platform and the value
of internet connectivity provided an effective methodological contribution. Above all, by providing an
invaluable avenue of approach to the target population whom might otherwise have proved difficult
to trace and contact by different means. It was evident that Internet connectivity was wedded to the
respondents’ use of mobile communication devices and in part, a primary factor | have attributed to
the promptness of their responses. Some of which were received at times well outside of more
traditional ideas of the working day and proved to be a noteworthy influence of this type of technology

on the operation of this research. Principally because as the researcher, | found myself tied to the
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rhythm and movements of the respondents, the influence of their social locations and that of their
mobile electronic devices. All these factors required a flexible responsiveness on my behalf in order
not to disrupt their routines and my potential route to obtaining their participation. Consequently,
this added an extra met