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Executive summary 
 
Sales through food retailers in Scotland are growing at approximately 6% per year. 
This includes all products sold by these retailers not only food items. 
 
Food retailing in Scotland is subjected to similar competitive trends to food retailing in 
rest of UK. In the past there has been a lag in the effects of some trends affecting 
changes in the structure of the sector. This is now less evident. 
 
There are and estimated 9,600 shops selling food in Scotland. This has fallen by 
approximately 2000 since 1995. 
 
Tesco and ASDA account for over 50% of the grocery market. 
 
There has been a substantial decrease in specialist food shops, but the decrease is 
uneven across Scotland with a substantial absolute decrease in major cities and high 
percentage decreases in LAs with small towns. 
 
The number of general supermarkets and superstores has increased from 266 in 
1995 to 472 in 2005. There has been an increase in the number of superstore 
general food stores particularly in the second half of the period under review.  
 
There has been wider potential access to large general food stores, notably in 
markets outside the main urban areas. 
 
There has been a widespread reduction in the number of consumers per 100 sq. m. 
of supermarket space with an increase in floor-space particularly noticeable in the 
LAs in the South of Scotland. 
 
Whilst for 2005 almost all the population is within 5 ‘direct line’ miles of a food store, 
choice of store is limited for many consumers in rural areas. Data are not available to 
compare this position with 1995 or 2000. 
 
National trends on managerial developments in Scotland are similar to those 
apparent across the UK 
 
The official statistics on food retailing in Scotland are at a very general level and 
other data sources are piecemeal in coverage. 
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1. Issues affecting the food retail sector 
 
1.1  Food retailers operate in a very competitive market which is subjected to a 
variety of market interventions related particularly to planning permission. There are 
some, albeit limited, requirements for registration in respect of health and safety 
issues. In general, however, the retailers respond in a market orientated way to 
consumer demands with the more successful retailers being those that meet 
consumer needs most effectively in terms of the price-quality-choice-convenience 
trade-offs made by consumers. The consumer demands, to which retailers respond, 
result from a variety of determining factors that include the shaping of demand by the 
retailers themselves. Consumer choice therefore is in part influenced by decisions by 
retailers of what products to make available in the stores. These decisions by the 
retailer, as well as price, are a major element in the choice by consumers of where to 
make food purchases. 
 
1.2  The degree of competition in the sector has increased as the proportion of 
consumer spending allocated to food has fallen slowly over the last decade. This 
general competitive situation in respect of sector structure in Scotland is little different 
from that in the rest of the UK except in two ways. First, there has been a lag in 
Scotland compared with England in respect of the extent of re-structuring of the 
sector. Thus the expansion of superstores was initially slower in Scotland, the decline 
of small retailers was delayed and the concentration of sales into fewer firms lagged 
the position in England. The emergence of a formal convenience store sector 
similarly lagged its development in England. By 1995 however all these trends were 
well established in Scotland. Secondly, Scotland has been affected very strongly by 
some of the consolidation in the sector, For example, by 1995 Tesco had just 
acquired Wm Low taking Tesco’s market share from 7.6% in 1994 to 15.3% in 1995. 
Most notable recently was the acquisition of Safeway by Morrisons. In this case 
Safeway had a very strong presence in Scotland, with market share of 16.5% in 1995 
whilst Morrisons was almost absent from Scotland at the time of the take-over. Thus 
the change of ownership had a major effect on stores from a consumer perspective. 
Post acquisition divestment of smaller Safeway stores also was more pronounced 
than in England because of the historical legacy of a large proportion of small 
Safeway stores in Scotland.  
 
1.3  Food retailing in Scotland, in similar fashion to the rest of the UK, is affected by 
several general consumer trends, including: 
• Increased personal mobility of consumers 
• Increased eating out of home 
• Decrease in formal meal consumption at home 
• Strong price responsiveness of consumers 
• A consumer expectation of high levels of availability and wide choice of products 
• De-seasonality of food items other than in promotions 
These, and other, demand-side changes underpin the supply-side changes in 
retailing with which this paper is concerned. 
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2. Food retailing in Scotland 
 
2.1  In Scotland, the sales by food retailers of all products have been increasing at 
around 6% per year since 2000. There is considerable monthly variation as seen in 
the chart below. Recent short-term trends have been towards lower growth. Food 
retailers have been increasing the ranges of their non-food items in-store and this 
has increased the total sales of these retailers above the sales increases generated 
from food items. 
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Source: RBS-SRC retail sales monitor 
 
2.2  Estimates of  the market shares of the major retailers in mid-year 1995 and 2005 
are shown in table 1. Tesco and Asda have become the dominant retailers in 
Scotland. The strategies of the two have been different with ASDA developing large 
stores that attract shoppers from a wide area whilst Tesco has developed different 
types of store for different markets with large superstores, mid-sized supermarkets, 
town centre supermarkets, convenience stores and an internet based service. As a 
result Tesco has almost doubled its market share over the 10 year period and greatly 
extended its store network. 
 
 1995 2005 
Safeway - Morrison 16.6 13.7 
ASDA 15.5 23.7 
Tesco 15.3 29.8 
Sainsbury 4.9 6.3 
   
  Source: AGD, TNS 
 
Table 1: Grocery market shares of major firms 
 
2.3  In Scotland in 2005 there are an estimated total of 9,600 shops selling food. 
These shops account for an estimated 62% of total retail sales. But it must be 
remembered that not all the sales of these shops are of food items. The figure of 
9,600 compares with 11,700 shops in 1995 and 10,945 in 2000. Official data are 
available only for the years 1998-2003. 
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2.4  Table 2 shows, within this total, the numbers of general and specialist food 
shops in Scotland. The proportion of food sales within a non-specialist shop varies 
widely and may be very small and with limited range but also included in this 
category are the superstores, supermarkets, convenience stores and CTN stores. Of 
the 5,800 in 2005 it is estimated that approximately 4,000 are stores from which a 
reasonably broad range of food items could be purchased. Specialist stores include 
the specialist food stores and also off-licences and tobacco shops. Although this 
division is very broad it is clearly seen that whilst the number of non-specialist stores 
has remained similar over the decade there has been a substantial decrease in the 
number of specialist food shops. This is estimated at about 2,000 over the decade.  
 
 1995 

(est.) 
1998 2000 2003 2005 

(est.) 
Number of stores      
Non-specialist shops 5900 5936 5960 5969 5800 
Specialist shops 5800 5436 4895 4233 3800 
Total 11,700 11,372 10,945 10,202 9600 
      
Sales of stores £mill      
Non-specialist shops  7192 7449 9450  
Specialist shops  1272 1531 1282  
      
Sources: Annual Business Inquiry and CSRS 
 
Table 2: Numbers of non-specialist and specialist stores selling food 
 
2.5  The decrease in the number of specialist food shops has meant that the sales of 
this group of stores barely increased between 1998 and 2003 and has probably fallen 
since 2003. Sales of the non-specialist shops increased by over 30% between 1998 
and 2003 and have continued to increase since 2003. 
 
2.6  The change in specialist butchers illustrates the trend. In 1995 it is estimated 
there were approximately 1100 butchers shops and this has fallen to an estimated 
800 in 2005. Membership figures of the Scottish Federation of Meat Traders have 
decreased from 546 in 1995, 458 in 2000 and 355 in 2005. Some members have 
several shops but the trend is clearly seen. This has been affected in part by BSE in 
1996 and new licensing in 2000 but there has also been a reduction due to 
competitive pressures. 
 
2.7  The decrease in numbers of specialist food shops is not even across Scotland. 
Figure 1 shows, by local authority area, the percentage change in number of 
specialist shops. The largest decreases are generally in the urban LAs where 
significant numbers of specialists have disappeared over the 6 years, for example 
over 250 in Glasgow City, 120 in North Lanarkshire and over 100 in Edinburgh. The 
lack of change or small increase in the three Island LAs should be interpreted with 
care as there are only 71 specialist food shops in total across the three LAs. The 
pattern for specialist retailers is one of differential decline but the higher percentage 
falls in LAs with a large number of small towns is notable. 
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2.8  There has been a significant increase in large general food based stores. Table 
3 shows the figures for the number of supermarkets. Comparable detailed data are 
available for 1996 and 2001 as shown but unfortunately not for 1995 and 2000 for 
which estimates are provided. These data relate to general food supermarkets and 
exclude specialist supermarkets such as freezer centres. 
 
 
 1995 

(est) 
1996 2000 

(est) 
2001 2005 

Numbers of stores      
Supermarkets 3-10,000 sq ft 150 158 188 201 194 
Supermarkets 10-25,000 sq 
ft 

144 146 169 177 157 

Superstores over 25,000 sq 
ft 

72 78 98 103 121 

      
Total sales area sq.m  560,938  716,538 805,063 
Sources: IGD and CSRS 
 
Table 3: Number of supermarkets in Scotland 
 
2.9  The number of supermarkets has increased and the increase in large stores over 
25,000 is particularly notable. It is these large stores that have the full range of 
specialist foods, for example fish, comparable to the ranges carried by specialist 
retailers. The increased number of large stores is much less than the decrease in 
specialists. The number of large superstores increased more between 1995 and 
2000 than since 2000. This is due to change in the planning policy and also the 
maturing of provision. The annual change is shown in the chart below: 
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2.10  The increase in floor-space of general supermarkets was 43% between 1996 
and 2005. The increase in floor-space by LA is shown in Figure 2. Within the west of 
the Central belt there has been some consolidation of supermarkets with smaller 
ones being replaced by larger ones. Replacement stores have sometimes been in 
adjacent LA areas. Thus there are very high increases and decreases in adjacent 
LAs. The high increase in the outer suburban areas of Glasgow and Edinburgh are 
notable. There has also been a substantial increase in the rural North. In the larger 
supermarkets and superstores several firms have attempted to increase the density 
of trading by the introduction of mezzanine floors. This increases the range of 
products, including some food ranges, within the established store. 
 
 
3. Access to food stores 
 
3.1  Figures 3, 4 and 5 show the population per 100 sq. m. of supermarket space. As 
would be expected the population per 100 sq m. has declined and there is less 
variation across the LAs. The increase in provision in the South is particularly 
noticeable. The high level of provision in Dundee has been present through the 
whole of the period under consideration. 
 
3.2  Figures 6, 7 and 8 show the access to the supermarkets in 1996, 2001 and 2005. 
Direct-line circles at 5 and 10 miles are drawn around each store. Whilst this does 
not take into consideration actual travel opportunities, the sequence of maps, over 
the 10 years, shows clearly the reduction in the areas that are greater than 10 miles 
from a store. This reduction is seen particularly in the North-East and Borders. The 
stores marked are general supermarkets and superstores over 3,000 sq. ft. which 
can be expected to carry a substantial range of food products. Specialist 
supermarkets and convenience stores with limited ranges are not shown. 
Comprehensive accurate comparative data are not available for these smaller stores.  
 
3.3  Figure 9 shows for 2005 general food stores of all sizes with distance bands 
drawn of 2 and 5 miles. Whilst in many rural areas there is a limited choice of store to 
visit, the population living more than 5 miles, albeit broadly shown in this way, is very 
small. 
 
 
4. Managerial changes in food retailing  
 
4.1  Managerial developments in food retailing are similar to those evident in the rest 
of the UK but are important to an understanding of the supply-side changes in the 
sector. Whilst there are no firm data sources on these trends in Scotland they are of 
significance. Important changes that have affected the way that food retailing has 
developed over the last 10 years, include: 
• Tighter control of supply chains with shortening of the time food, in all 

temperature regimes, is in transit. 
• Improved logistics to increase the in-stock levels in stores 
• More stringent quality controls in the supply chain 
• Increased new product introduction and shorter market life-cycles for many 

products 
• Extended shelf life for many chilled food products 
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• Use of sales-point data to influence items offered in stores on a local basis 
• Improved efficiency of floor-space and shelf-space in stores 
• Increased amount of in-store promotion compared with out-of-store promotion 
• Increased variety of product on offer in ranges in stores. 
• More direct communication between retailer and customers as a result of loyalty 

card operations 
• More remote ordering and home delivery 
• More local sourcing of products by the large retailers 
 
4.2  These changes in managerial practice are of particular importance when coupled 
with the increase in market shares of the larger firms. The managerial practices of a 
small number of firms have become of much greater importance in shaping the 
patterns of retail provision. Whilst 10 years ago the two largest retailers accounted for 
slightly more than 30% of sales by 2005 this was well over 50% and the largest 3 
firms accounting for two thirds of the Scottish market. The policies and practices of 
Tesco, ASDA and Morrisons thus are of critical importance to all aspects of food 
retailing in Scotland. 
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Appendix  
 
A note on sources and data 
 
Statistics on the supply-side of the retail sector are notoriously poor. Official ONS 
data at UK level are sparse and there is a lack in detail at Scotland level. The most 
recent figures, at this broad level, refer to 2003. The Annual Business Inquiry 
provides limited data for the retail sector in total. It provides very limited dis-
aggregation by food and other types of retailing 
 
The Census of Distribution which provided detailed information on location, sales, 
floor-space and operations was last undertaken in 1971. No comprehensive official 
data on store location have been collected since. Subsequent data, as a 
consequence, are fragmentary even at the total Scottish level.  
 
Whilst the location and floor-space size of large food stores is reported in Directory 
sources these do not contain data for sales. Numbers and locations of smaller food 
stores are unrecorded. Local Authority lists of food stores are compiled in different 
ways in the various local authorities making comparisons difficult and the generation 
of Scotland-wide data almost impossible. Shop registrations are not consolidated 
nationally. Land-use planning records contain data on location and floor-space of 
new or changed stores but no central registry is compiled. 
 
Obtaining accurate comparable data on the number and location of food stores in 
Scotland for the last 10 years is not possible. A comprehensive database on the 
location of food stores in 2005 has been prepared by the Centre for the Study of 
Retailing in Scotland. Floor-space data are being added to this locational database, 
when possible. 
 
The official statistical sources related to cafes, restaurants and bars in Scotland are 
even worse than for retailing. Data on numbers of establishments, locations, sales 
etc are not available in comparative form from year to year. Market report data for the 
UK as a whole exists from commercial sources, for example Keynote and Mintel but 
these do not disaggregate the data for Scotland. Numbers and locations of these 
establishments could be consolidated from local authority registers but this has not 
been undertaken to provide a central data source.  
 
Exercises undertaken by CSRS on the accuracy of a variety of commercial data 
sources, for example Yellow Pages, have shown them to contain many inaccuracies 
and to be not suitable as a basis for rigorous research. 
 
Data on the operational characteristics of food stores, for example consistent data on 
prices, product ranges, etc are not available 
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Figures 

Figure 1. Percentage change in number of specialist food shops 1998-2003 
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Figure 2. Percentage change in floorspace (sq.m.) of large food stores, 1996 - 2005 
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Figure 3. Population per 100 sq.m. of large food store floor space, 1996 
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Figure 4. Population per 100 sq.m. of large food store floor space, 2001 
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Figure 5. Population per 100 sq.m. of large food store floor space, 2005 
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Figure 6. Distance to a large food store, 1996 
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Figure 7. Distance to a large food store, 2001 
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Figure 8. Distance to a large food store, 2005 
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 Figure 9. Distance to a general food store, 2005 
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This follow-up note supplements material presented to the meeting on 13 December 
of the Panel for the Review of the Scottish Diet Action Plan. 
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Addendum of January 2006 to Report prepared for NHS Health Scotland 
November 2005 
 
 
1. Background 
 
1.1 One issue to emerge from the portion of the review meeting on 13 December was 
that of data availability. I agreed to add a supplementary note on this issue. I will limit 
my comments to the issues of supply side data. 
 
1.2 This note addresses 2 issues. First the general issue of the lack of sound data to 
monitor changes in the food chain. Secondly the specific issue of the lack of data on 
food wholesaling and food service sectors 
 
 
2. Data to monitor changes in the food chain in Scotland 
 
2.1 There is no consolidated database on the availability of food items at retail level 
in Scotland.  The sources of data at firm level and at establishment level are of mixed 
quality with no overall database available on simple issues such as the location of 
outlets. 
 
2.2 There is an almost complete absence of data on the food wholesale and food 
service sectors. 
 
2.3 These data deficiencies mean that considerations of changes in the food chain 
are impossible to monitor because there is no base against which to review any 
change. 
 
2.4 To resolve this issue requires some co-ordinated statistical surveys: 
 
2.4.1 The ABI provides data related to SIC but access to it is delayed and there is 
limited spatial referencing of the data. It does provide a basis on which a 
consolidated database could be built by extracting from it those firms that are 
involved in the food supply chain. Regional data for ABI, for example for Scotland, 
however, have a substantial element of estimation in them. Nonetheless the ABI 
base could be used as a foundation for a food supply database for Scotland. 
 
2.4.2 Given the modest size of Scotland it should be feasible to undertake an annual 
local unit (establishment) based survey of food outlets within the food chain in 
Scotland. In an initial phase this could start at the retail level (shops, restaurants, 
coffee shops etc) and be developed as a GIS system that could be reviewed on a 
regular basis. This would provide the fundamental data on what outlets are available 
for consumers to access to obtain food. 
 
2.4.3 Subsequent phases could address the other stages of the food chain. 
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2.4.4 In parallel with this basic survey exercise it would be possible to undertake 
product or thematic chain orientated surveys, on a less than annual basis, such that 
selected topics, for example, the chain for fresh vegetables or the chain for 
chilled/frozen dairy products, could be addressed. These surveys would explore the 
dynamics of the chain, not just the flows within it. These ‘vertical’  chain surveys 
would be able to be linked to the ‘horizontal’ sector annual surveys giving a much 
sounder basis to understanding what is available and accessible to consumers. 
 
 
3. Data on the wholesale and food service sectors 
 
3.1 Although the wholesale and food service sector is a major component of the food 
chain there is very limited information on the size, form, structure and behaviour of 
the sector. In addition to servicing the small local shops the sector supplies 
restaurants, public houses, hotels, and a range of other establishments that serve 
and sell food. With the increase if food consumption outside the home this sector has 
an increasing influence on diet. 
 
3.2 The current state of knowledge is such that we do not know the size of this sector 
in terms of value or volume of food passing through it. Whilst information on the 
structure of the sector is not available there is an equal lack of information on the 
behaviour of firms and the nature of processes in the firms involved. Thus we do not 
know how choices are made by firm in the sector in respect of what products to make 
potentially available to their customers. These choices are important in affecting what 
is finally made available to consumers in restaurants, hotels, cafes, bars etc. 
 
3.3 In order to explore these issues there is need for a research project to establish 
the structure of the sector and the business practices. In this way it would be possible 
to explore how the sector is evolving and is likely to evolve in the next few years. 
 
 
4. Recommendations 
 
4.1 The review panel requested specific recommendations relevant to the data issue. 
 
4.2 It is proposed that a scoping exercise is carried out, involving a small steering 
group of interested parties e.g. Statistical Department of Scottish Executive, NHS 
Health, FSAS, etc. to consider the feasibility and costs of establishing and annual 
survey of the Scottish Food Chain. 
 
4.3 It is proposed that the specification for a research project be prepared to carry out 
research on the food wholesale and food service sector in Scotland to determine its 
structure and trends, the forces influencing change, and the nature of marketing, 
supply and distribution of the sector. This would involve survey work of suppliers and 
customers of the sector in addition to study of the firms in the sector. 
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