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Thank you Jonathan. Good morning everyone. I’d like to add my welcome to Retail 2020 to 

Jonathan’s.   And extend our thanks to you today for chairing. I know we’re in very good 
hands. 

 
I’m also delighted to welcome colleagues on our Retail 2020 journey: including many of our 

members, some of whom are speaking on our panel discussions later today. And also others 

who’ve worked with us on our Retail 2020 journey: The Joseph Roundtree Foundation, The 

Resolution Foundation, Timewise, CIPD, Women in Retail, People 1st, Kronos, USDAW.   And 

of course, our favourite grocer Lord Price, who will be giving our closing keynote speech, so 

make sure you stick around to the end of the day. 
 

Retail is at the heart of our society. So it’s no surprise that it’s constantly in the news. In fact, 
I’m delighted to say that our new film about retail is premiered today - many thanks to ITN 

for that. 
 

From Brexit to business tax.  Retail is a central theme in everything around us.  These are the 
issues that are closest to the heart of the BRC. Ensuring tariff free trade is a key pillar of our 

Fair Brexit for Consumers project. And campaigning for fundamental reform of business rates – 
having a tax system fit for purpose in the 21st Century is a major part of our election policy 

asks. 

 

But as important as these two themes is the key issue of employment and the world of work 
which is what we’re here to talk about today.  Our people.  There are 3.2 million people who 

work in retail.  Young, female, part-time and often lower paid.   
 

Now HR departments are of course focused on people.  That’s what they do.  But every part 
of every retailer should understand the seismic changes ahead and the potential implications 

for the workforce. 
 

That is why we launched our Retail 2020 project.  Why it’s worthy of a whole day to consider 

strategy and detail, share new ideas and best practice.  And what brings us all together today 

It’s about change. It’s about revolutionary change. Dealing with this is an imperative. We 
don’t have a choice.  Yes, change happens all the time. We all know this.  But let’s take a 

moment to consider the scale of change we are already living through.  
 

There are four forces of change. Firstly, Financial.  We’re now in our fourth year of falling 
shop prices – the costs of doing business are rising faster than the market is growing.  

Business rates will cost the industry an additional £2 billion over the next 3 years. The 
implementation of the NLW - £1.5bn-3.0bn every year. The implementation of the 

Apprenticeship Levy - another £140-160 million a year. Taking these together means UK 

Retail plc needs to find 20 per cent of profitability just to stand still. That’s before you 

consider the effect of the 15-20 per cent devaluation of sterling – it’s no wonder industry 
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profitability has fallen from net margins 5-8 per cent five years ago to more like 3-5 per cent 

today. These financial pressures will drive change. 

 
The second force is “people”. In retail, the proportion of people on lower pay has also grown. 
We are seeing the question of “fair and decent” work play out in the election.  In a speech last 
week, Matthew Taylor working for Theresa May, raised serious questions about whether 
with such a high employment rate, it’s time to consider quality.  And that it’s not a case of one 
or the other.  He quoted a poll which suggests that only 1 in 10 people believe that all work is 
fair and decent.  And nearly 75 per cent said more should be done to improve the quality of 
work.  The spotlight on people, pay and the very quality of work will drive change. 
 
The third force - technology – changing the very structure of the industry. We all know that 
way we shop is changing.  Over 15 per cent or retail sales are online. This is still growing at 
around 10 per cent per annum.  Internet has enabled more information than ever before 
meaning the industry is more competitive than ever before. The very nature of the jobs being 
done is changing.  
 
There are 100,000 people doing jobs that didn’t exist 5 years ago. Everything from a social 
media manager to a digital marketer. But at the same time, as new jobs are being created, 
others need to change. Jobs in retail are at a higher risk of automation than any other 
industry. Think robots, drones, artificial intelligence. Or technology facilitating an individual to 
do a different job. A more analytical job. Or a more customer focused job. The cost of 
technology is falling while the cost of labour is rising. Investment in digital has doubled over 
the last 20 years. This ongoing investment and the technology revolution will drive change. 
 
Brings to final force – social. While the investment in digital is rising, the investment in 
physical space is falling. From nearly 90 per cent of all investment to less than two thirds. 
There are 40,000 fewer shops than 10 years ago. 10 per cent of shops around the country 
are vacant. The impact of this is being felt unevenly across the country - that 10 per cent 
masks very wide variations – in some places as high as 30 per cent or more. Areas already 
economically weakest and most vulnerable being hit hardest. The social impact on 
communities up and down the country will drive change. 
 
And it was against this backdrop of profound focus of change that the Retail 2020 project 
was born. We wanted that change to be positive change. We convened a working group 
drawn from BRC members working at the highest level. The group was chaired by Sir Charlie 
Mayfield. And involved many of you are here today – so while I’m here I want to take the 
opportunity, I thank you for your immense contribution to the project so far. 
 
The group commissioned detailed research from Tooley Street, led by Kitty Usher. To really 

understand our people and how they feel about working in retail. We published three 

thought leading reports. The first of our Retail 2020 series was Fewer But Better Jobs.  

 
We were upfront and clear. Future change will mean an overall reduction in the number of 

jobs in retail. Perhaps as many as 900,000. But at the same time, the jobs in retail will change 
for the better.  

 

And then we looked more closely at how retail employment works right now.  Our second 

Retail 2020 report was What Our People Think. It provided valuable insight and analysis that 
will be vital for the journey ahead. 
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We now know that it’s the flexibility and locality of working in retail that’s most important.  

We know that 69 per cent of people feel motivated to give their best at work. That’s a great 

place to start. How could they give more? I guarantee you that one of the keys to this is in 
flexibility and we’re going to hear more about this today. 

 
But we were concerned to see that 57 per cent feel that working in retail has a poor image.  

This is a future nightmare for the industry.  We need to recruit different people and skills 
now and in the future.  Invest in the opportunities we offer.  We’ll need even more data 

scientists and coders and programmes and designers.  And we’re going to have convince 
them that we’re a better career prospect than banking or anywhere else. 

 
Only 52 per cent of our people are proud to work in retail.  Why do they feel this way? The 

stories you’ll hear today, and at all our events, show it’s an amazing industry. So we have to 

get to the bottom of why we don’t inspire more of our people. And change it.   

 

And perhaps, here lies the key. 74 per cent of our people see opportunities for things to be 

done better.  But 58 per cent feel their ideas are not taken seriously. Nearly a million and a 
half people with ideas, imagination and passion about what they do.  That’s an extraordinary 

resource.  Let’s use that energy and experience.  And then find a way to reach the other one 
and a half million. 

 
In the third stage of Retail 2020 we identified four practical things to reach our people and 

drive the momentum towards better jobs. These are things we’re working on with our 
members: understanding how training supports progression; understanding how to 

personalise the offer to differing life needs; understanding how progression is enabled across 
different groups in different ways; and engaging our people in improving productivity. 

 

All of this adds up to our Retail 2020 vision. And our vision is this: retail is a rich, rewarding 

career for everyone, regardless of background and life circumstances. That retail has more 
high skilled roles and with greater variety in roles and more opportunities for progression. 

 
That retail has more high calibre leaders. That the industry is the source of more widely 

recognised high quality training for general management. That retail has more attractive 
rewards and benefits packages. With opportunities for all for pay progression. 

 
This is a vision that 40 of our members have signed up to. Businesses that are open to 

working more collaboratively with each other. Businesses that want to build positive 

momentum to better jobs. Having set the vision, we need to measure progress. 

 
We launched our Retail 2020 Dashboard at the BRC’s flagship Future Leaders Lecture in 

February. Wo we’re tracking progress towards better jobs. Measuring productivity. Measuring 
levels of pay. And most importantly, measuring engagement with our people. 

 
And the reasons that it’s a dashboard is very simple. The industry is setting high standards. 

Setting clear goals. And being accountable for the change we commit to. So what’s next?  
We, the BRC, will be convening other conversations like today. Using evidence and 

experience to win the argument for change. Challenging anything considered just too hard.   

 

So coming here today makes you part that change, key in helping unlock the change we need.  
I am really looking forward to today, I hope you enjoy it. And we will be continuing to work 
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together with our members outside these events on what lies ahead. So do get involved. If 

you’re already in the thick of it with us. Stay with it. If you’re a member and you think you can 

contribute. Join in now. If you want to be part of this momentum but you’re not yet 
members. Then do come and talk to me or one of the team about joining the BRC today so 

that you can be part of this exciting journey. 
 

Thank you and enjoy your day. 
 

Notes: 
BRC General Election Hub:  

https://brc.org.uk/making-a-difference/priorities/general-election-2017-hub 
BRC Retail 2020 

https://brc.org.uk/making-a-difference/priorities/retail-2020 
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