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Introduction
The retail industry is a unique and important part of the UK economy. It is the
largest private sector employer, employing over 3 million people across the UK.
It provides employment in every corner of the country, from rural areas to major cities.
Our shops are community hubs and the industry is a world leader in ecommerce.
Retailers play an important role in society by offering opportunities to people
across the UK at different stages of their lives and who seek work for differing
reasons. For some, a job in retail is their first step into the world of work,
providing valuable life skills. For many more, retail offers a fulfilling career with
opportunities to progress into areas as distinct as supply chain logistics, IT,
customer service, and merchandising.
The industry also plays an important role in adapting as the lives of our employees
change. It is a vital provider of flexible roles, particularly for carers, people with
young children, and for those people who seek non-traditional hours for
studying or other reasons.
It is an industry undergoing significant structural change and this will impact on
our people. Against this backdrop, the industry has come together and undertaken
detailed research to consider the implications for jobs, to understand the profile
and aspirations of the workforce and look forward to 2020 and beyond.
This is the second report of three the BRC will publish. As we described in our
first report, Retail 2020: Fewer but better jobs, there could be up to 900,000
fewer retail jobs by 2025.
Though there may be fewer jobs, the industry aspiration is that the remaining jobs
are better jobs. A number of retailers are working with us to explore what steps
can be taken across the industry to ensure that future employment opportunities
are as attractive, accessible and well remunerated as possible.
To help inform the path ahead, we wanted to understand what matters to those
potentially most vulnerable in the retail workforce; what they value in their jobs,
what they like and do not like, and where we can do better as an industry.
We commissioned an independent and representative survey of low paid retail
workers across the country and this report, Retail 2020: What our people think
explores the attitudes and motivations among low paid retail employees, with a
particular emphasis on pay, progression and productivity.
The third and final report in the series, Retail 2020: Solutions will describe how the
industry plans to tackle these challenges and opportunities.

Helen Dickinson OBE
Chief Executive
British Retail Consortium
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Key findings
The industry’s social impact as a provider of valuable, entry level and community
based roles is reinforced. Across all age groups, locality and flexibility are the most
important reasons for working in retail. Pay is ranked sixth behind helping customers.
But low-paid retail employees are not a homogenous group. With age as the most
defining characteristic, each age grouping differs in their needs, motivations and
attitudes. A one-size-fits-all approach, on the part of employers or policy makers,
will be ineffective.
For policy makers, the most significant finding is that low pay does not
necessarily equate to poverty. It is the middle core who are most exposed to any
reduction to tax credits and more people in this group report that working in retail
is the only job they can find. As there will be fewer local retail jobs in the future,
this group are most vulnerable to the ongoing structural changes in the industry.
For industry, the research highlights a series of perceived trade-offs which may be
holding back some people from fulfilling their full potential or optimising their pay.

low pay
does not
necessarily
equate to
poverty

While flexibility is the second most important reason to work in retail, it also has its
costs. The research suggests the existence of two groups of part-time workers: those
who want more hours to earn more money, and those whose overriding priority is
their part-time status, which some fear they will lose if they are promoted.
While the majority of those surveyed showed a clear motivation to give their best
at work and have ideas of how things can be done better, there is a clear mid-career
‘dip’ suggesting untapped potential and opportunities to improve productivity.
Ambition does fade as age rises. There is a significant proportion of older people
who choose not to seek job progression at all and yet for those that do, they do
not always have access to the right support.
As we highlighted in our first report, Retail 2020, Fewer but better jobs, a reduction in
the number of jobs seems inevitable. Retailers will respond individually and there will
be positive outcomes for many. However, these trade-offs do highlight opportunities
for the industry to work together to enhance and accelerate the move towards to the
industry’s aspiration of fewer but better jobs. These are around how:
1.
2.
3.
4.

industry
aspiration:
fewer but
better jobs

The employment offer is personalised to differing life needs
Training supports progression
Progression is enabled across various groups in different ways
People are engaged in improving productivity

Identifying solutions to deliver these opportunities will ensure we move closer to
making the aspiration a reality.
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Understanding
our people
While there are different perspectives on different aspects of working in retail
by gender, ethnicity, region and employment status, the most striking differences
relate to age. We separated the group of younger employees further into students
and non-students.
Using a definition of low pay as an hourly rate up to 20% above the national
minimum wage, around 1.5m people in the UK work in low paid1 roles in the retail
industry, of which 70% are female and one in five are recipients of means-tested
working age tax credits.
TABLE 1: Profile of low paid employees in Retail
% OF
TOTAL

DEFINITION

MEAN
AGE

%
FEMALE

% IN
RECEIPT OF
TAX CREDITS

All retail
low paid

100

All retail employees earning
less than 20% above
minimum wage

35

70

21

Students

17

Currently a student

19

70

6

Young and
ambitious

23

Non-students aged 16 to 25

21

58

10

Established

14

Non-students aged 26 to 34

29

62

36

Middle-aged

17

Non-students aged 35 to 45

40

78

44

Older workers

18

Non-students aged 46 to 57

52

79

19

Pensioners
or nearly

11

Non-students aged 58 plus

64

75

4

GROUP

Source: ONS Understanding Society. Tooley Street Research analysis. Total sample size of low-paid
retail workers earning less than 20% above the national minimum wage was 1,417 giving a sample size
of 156 for the smallest group: ‘pensioner or nearly’. The implied UK population size of low paid retail
workers according to this definition is 1.5m.

The table highlights the finding that low pay does not necessarily equate to
poverty. Many in the industry are young and are ‘passing through’ the retail
industry before taking up different careers. Others may have family circumstances
that mean they are not especially vulnerable – for instance, they may be a second
earner, with a higher-earning spouse.

1 This definition of ‘low pay’ precedes introduction of the government’s ‘National Living Wage’ set
at £7.20 for those aged 25 and over in April 2016
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However, using the eligibility for tax credits as a proxy for economic hardship
demonstrates that the cohort of particular policy interest is most likely to be
found amongst middle-aged low-paid workers, but even here less than half of all
employees are entitled to means-tested benefits.
Most interestingly pay is not within the top 5 reasons to work in retail. Across all
age groups, location is the most important reason. Flexibility offered by employers
is also highly valued across all age groups, with students the highest, followed by
part-time employees and women. Pay is ranked 6th.  

TOP 5

REASONS TO
WORK IN RETAIL

1

Work near
where I
live

2

Flexibility
in hours

4

Perks and
benefits

5

Helping
customers

3

People I
work with
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Pen portraits

1

Students
Passing
through
70% female
17% of total
6% get
tax credits

• Vast majority working part time
and living with parents
• More likely to be in a temporary
job, earning cash for pocket
expenses
• Less concerned about finding
a better job with current
employer, but keen to do a
good job and learn

53%

35%

71%

59%

agree that it is not the
job they want, but only
work they can find

motivated to give
their best

agree they would be
happy to have the same
job in 2 years’ time,

disagree

16-25 non students : Young and ambitious
High Hopes
58% female

•
•
•
•

23% of total
10% get
tax credits

•
•

•
•

Most gender balanced group
Mostly still living with parents
Least satisfied with current job
Flexibility very important but
most likely to want to increase
their hours
See promotion with current
employer as an attractive option
Most keen to progress career,
but least likely to know how to
go about it
Unlikely to have a degree, large
proportion have A levels
Most likely to benefit from
training and see that training
helped them increase pay

54%

agree that it is the only
work they could find

71%

ambitious to progress

60%

disagree that it is not
worth being promoted
as you have to work
a lot harder for not
much more pay

77%

disagree that they do
not have the necessary
skills or education to
get promoted

26-34 : Established
Competing
Pressures
62% female
14% of total
36% get
tax credits

• Still ambitious, but starting to
feel competing pressures of other
responsibilities such as family
• A third would worry about
promotion due to family
commitments
• Most likely to apply for
promotion, though feel that
they do not get enough
support from their employer
• Less optimistic about promotion
and more satisfied with current
job, though there is a split –
around two in five would be
happy to have the same job
in 2 years time, but a similar
proportion would not

PAY

60%

Majority

16%

is 3rd on priority list

prefer cash to perks

56%

feel overqualified for
the work that they do

applied for promotions,
but weren’t successful
(vs. 10% overall)

ambitious to progress

1 The statistics presented on the right hand side of each page have been taken from the Survation survey which used
age bands of 18-24, 25-34, 35-44, 45-54, 55+, differing marginally from those presented in the cluster analysis.
Students are incorporated in these bandings.
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35-45 : Middle aged
Motivations
Change
78% femalE
17% of total
44% get tax
credits

• Mostly parents
• Promotions are less attractive
due to perceived effect on
family life, and around three in
five part-time workers would
not accept a promotion if they
lose part-time status.
• Majority would be happy with
the same job.
• Majority want more hours to
get cash, but only a third is
likely to want a promotion
• Less well qualified
• Low expectations of getting a
better job, more satisfied with
the current one

26%

4 10

52%

happy to have the same
job in 2 years’ time

25%

1 5

31%

7%

11%

18%

78%

are ambitious to
progress ONLY

in

worry about
promotion due to
family commitments

think there is no point
to be paid more, as you
may lose state benefits

46-57 : Older workers
Feeling
undervalued
79% female
18% of total
19% tax
credits

• Low qualifications and low
expectations
• Feel least valued and
least motivated
• Most likely to think that
promotion is not worth it
• More likely to be happy with
the same job and see no need
to change
• More concerned about control
over their time and would
like their shift patterns to be
organised better/well in advance

in

strongly disagree that
the employer knows
about their ambition
and aspirations

applied for
promotions, but have
not been successful

feel that their ideas are
taken seriously (vs. 44%
across all age groups)

think that training
allowed them to earn
more

58+ Pensioners or nearly
A different
kind of
motivation
75% female
11% of total
4% tax
credits

• Motivations change again  
• Pay and ambition are
less important
• Company of colleagues
and serving customers
more important
• Most motivated to give their best
at work vs. other age groups
• Most satisfied with their jobs –
two thirds are happy and see
no reasons for change
• Proud to work in retail
• Would prefer to keep perks and
benefits rather than get extra cash

are ambitious to
progress their career

have ideas of how
things can be done
better for the business

74%

motivated to give their
best at work
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Trade-offs:
can they be resolved?
There are several areas where we see perceived trade-offs, which may be
stopping our people from progressing their career, optimising their pay and their
contribution to the business they work for.

Location vs. another, possibly better paid job
Almost every age group – and every group by any other characteristic – see the
ability to work near where they live as the most important reason to work in the
industry. There were two exceptions. Students and BME employees put flexible
hours and pay above location.
The importance of location rises with age, while the importance of pay decreases.  
For those older than 35, the proximity to home is a top reason to work in retail for
more than 60% of employees.  
Notably, those in the middle core of their career, 70% of whom are women, are
likely to be more vulnerable to the ongoing structural changes in the industry. They
are more likely to be in receipt of tax credits, hence most exposed to any reduction
in them and more people in this group report that working in retail is the only job
they can find. This may be due to caring or family responsibilities, and the flexibility
offered by retail jobs enables them to fit work around their wider commitments.
As the industry changes there will be fewer local jobs thereby impacting those
most vulnerable – the 35+ women with caring responsibilities. These people may
struggle to find alternative employment that would allow them to continue to
carry out their caring responsibilities.

50%

of those aged 18-44
report that retail
is the only work
they could find

45%

of those receiving
tax credits: retail
is the only work
they can find

Need for flexibility vs. progression
A majority of retail employees value the flexibility it offers around other
commitments. They are balancing study, caring or other responsibilities with work.
The research shows that flexibility is more important than achieving one’s
potential for a large proportion of workers: conversely it also suggests that
once flexibility is achieved and secured, there may be potential for individuals
to contribute more, as long as it is not jeopardised.

56%
54%

believe that people are less
likely to get promoted if they
work part-time
of part-timers would accept
promotion if it allowed them
to keep their part time status

We also see that a majority of part-time workers are keen for more hours to
increase their earnings. This suggests the existence of two distinct cohorts of parttime workers: one group who are underemployed because they want to contribute
more hours to earn more money, and another whose over-riding priority is their
part-time or flexible working status and so are underemployed because of their
perceived conflict between the opportunity for a higher hourly rate and the ability
to work part-time. Understanding the differences between these two groups is key
to unlocking the economic potential of retail workers.
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54%“I took this
job because I
need flexibility
around my other
commitments”

Cash vS. employer benefits
Low paid employees are eligible for a wide range of employer benefits. Over
4 out of 5 receive staff discounts. The research suggests we can do more to
personalise the benefits to the preferences of different cohorts. Whilst the
majority of young employees would prefer a cash substitute, this figure
reduces significantly for those over 55.

Prefer cash vs perks?
18-24

57%

55+

35%

Level of motivation vS. untapped potential
The majority of those surveyed showed a clear motivation to give their best at
work, though there is a clear mid-career ‘dip’ suggesting untapped potential and
opportunities to improve productivity in the industry.

67% feel motivated to give their best at work
18-24
and 55+

70%

35-44

58%

Most people say that they often see ways in which things could be done
better, but many also feel their ideas would not be taken seriously. There is an
opportunity to engage more openly with our people to enable them to initiate
improvements to working practices and take additional responsibility.

have ideas of how things
can be done better
18-55+

72%
of which Only
44% feel that
ideas taken
seriously

52%

of workers think
that they are
overqualified for
the work they do
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Level of ambition vS. support to progress
Fewer than half of low paid employees agree with the statement “I feel ambitious
to progress my career”. Age is the dominant theme, with ambition fading as the
age group rises. The variation is striking as highlighted in the chart below.
Levels of Ambition:

44%

believe that it is
not worth getting
promoted as you
have to work a
lot harder for not
much more pay

80%

60%

40%
“I FEEL AMBITIOUS TO
PROGRESS MY CAREER”

20%

“I’D BE HAPPY IF I HAD
THE SAME JOB TWO YEARS
FROM NOW”

0%
18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+

However, there is also a significant proportion who choose not to seek job
progression – either due to lack of aspiration or because pay differentials are not
seen to reflect the level of additional responsibility.

42% 24% 42%
think that there is
not much support
and encouragement
to go for a
promotion

do not know how
to go about getting
a promotion

for 18-24 year olds

There are opportunities around providing more or different support for those who
do want to improve their pay and career prospects, as employees do not see that
there is a lot of support available.
Training is an important way to improve performance. Though a significant
majority receive some form of training, only one in five report that training they
received allowed them to earn more in their role.
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45%

are happy with
their jobs and see
no reasons for
change

The opportunities
As we highlighted in our first report Retail 2020: Fewer but better jobs, a reduction
in the number of jobs seems inevitable. Retailers themselves will respond
individually to the changing environment of doing business and the
cost pressures of new Government policies.
There will undoubtedly be positive outcomes for some. Productivity will improve
and increasing rates of pay will provide added impetus for improving the quality
and contribution of the remaining jobs in retail. Our aspiration is that the jobs
that remain are better jobs.
•
•
•
•

Best route to social mobility (“get in, get on” in life)
Rich, rewarding career while maintaining flexibility
Community hub, positive role in society
Diversity and inclusion leader

• Some tasks are automated to enable higher value added roles
– better use of “human touch”
• Wide variety of roles
• High calibre leaders – widely recognised training ground for
general management, highly sought after jobs
• Leadership in local community
•
•
•
•
•
•

Opportunities for progression regardless of academic background
Training ground for core employability skills
Most jobs above NLW, attractive rewards and benefits package
More entrepreneurship in the industry
Higher job satisfaction
Lower turnover – and more accepted practice of people
leaving and returning

The findings of the survey point to four areas we can explore further as an industry
to move closer to achieving that aspiration of better jobs. They present opportunities
to make positive changes and build on the important role that retail provides and we
have highlighted here the questions for consideration.

How the employment offer is personalised
to differing life needs
Every retail employer would like to enable those of our people who would like to,
to progress, and offer competitive packages to various groups of employees
which are more suitable for their needs. There are several questions we can think
about as an industry:
• There are cohorts of people who want more hours and others who value their
flexibility more – how can we understand and personalise the needs to each better?
• Benefits and perks – are there more opportunities to offer different packages
– discount, pension, other benefits - that are more suitable for their life stage?
• How well do we support employee well-being through our benefits?
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How training supports progression
The industry provides a lot of training.  Around three quarters of employees
report that they have received training in their current role, these figures being
higher than those generally reported in the Labour Force Survey or employer
surveys such as those carried out by UKCES. The investment in training may be
linked to high turnover rates in the industry and the need to provide employees
with better skills.
However, the link between training, the acquisition of new skills, enhanced
productivity and pay progression is less clear. Less than one in five thinks their
training has enabled them to earn more money.
• How can we develop our training/what other types of training can we provide
to ensure better outcomes for our employees and employers?
• Does the apprenticeship levy provide a route to this?
• Is the link between training and progression sufficiently well understood?
• Does the apprenticeship levy provide an opportunity to measure outcomes?

How progression is enabled across various
groups in different ways
The levels of motivation and aspiration vary with age and other circumstances,
but there is more we can do to provide a better career advice and support to our
people. While some, like the younger generation, may need more advice on how
to go about promotions, others may need more support to build their confidence.
• Do people have access to the right career advice to encourage progression?
• Are there new and better ways to support talent on the front line?
• Are there more opportunities to address progression of disadvantaged groups
and ethnic minorities?

how People are engaged in
improving productivity
Most low paid retail employees feel motivated to give their best at work and say
that they often see ways in which things could be done better, but many also feel
their ideas would not be taken seriously and/or that they are over qualified for the
work they are doing.
• How can we make sure that we really listen to our employees?  
• How do we engage with them to capture their ideas better?
• What stands in the way?
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Conclusion
Retailers are adaptable by nature. Change is a constant and the retail industry in
the UK has evolved more effectively than in most other advanced economies,
with the result that the UK is one of the most competitive markets in the world
and a leader in ecommerce.
That rate of change is now set to quicken. The result will see improvements in
the quality and variety of the offer to customers, continuing competitiveness in
pricing and greater productivity from fewer but better jobs. These changes are
already obvious and they are being driven predominantly by changing customer
behaviour and increasing competitive capability.
However, there are downsides. Firstly in the impact on employment which we
highlighted in the first report in the Retail 2020 series, Fewer but better jobs.
Secondly, for those most vulnerable in the retail workforce, which this
research re-enforces.
For policy makers, the most significant finding is that low pay does not necessarily
equate to poverty. As there will be fewer local retail jobs in the future, there
is a middle aged core of workers who are the most vulnerable to the ongoing
structural changes in the industry.
There are also opportunities. This research highlights a series of perceived
trade-offs which may be holding back some people from fulfilling their full
potential or optimising their pay.
The retailers who are working together under the leadership of the BRC are
considering how these trade-offs can be addressed and exploring what steps can
be taken across the industry to ensure that the employment opportunities are as
attractive, accessible and well remunerated as possible.
Our third report in the Retail 2020 series, Retail 2020: Solutions will seek to
influence this thinking further and describe the various possible options we will
have identified for the industry to tackle these challenges and opportunities.
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the detailed research
INTRODUCTION FROM TOOLEY STREET RESEARCH
There is no shortage of discussion around low pay and poverty in the British
public debate. However, it would be wrong to presume that all those in low pay
are also in poverty. The situation faced by a degree student working part-time
while living at home in the holidays is very different to that of a parent with
young children needing to pay the rent, even if their hourly rate is the same.
With issues of pay and benefits very much in the public eye over the course
of 2015, we were pleased to have the opportunity to work with the British
Retail Consortium to conduct primary research amongst front-line employees
in the retail industry. Our purpose was simple: to explore which groups of
retail employees were of most policy interest and to find out more about their
experiences of issues around opportunity and promotion. Our starting point was
for those who find it hard to make ends meet; working in retail should provide
opportunities for improvement.
Our results suggest that there are issues that merit further consideration such
as around opportunities for part-time promotion, levels of under-employment,
ambition and the need for convenience and flexibility in people’s working lives.
If policy solutions are designed that go with the grain of these insights, they
have the potential not only to improve the experiences of those working in the
retail industry, but also to raise Britain’s economic performance through
better use of talent.

Kitty Ussher
Managing Director
Tooley Street Research
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Methodology
We decided that our aims were best achieved in a two-stage process consisting
of, first, a new analysis of the Office of National Statistics Understanding Society
and Family Resources Survey datasets in order to segment front line retail
employees into their constituent groups.
A cluster analysis was performed in order to identify the dominant characteristics
of each group, from a potential list that included variables such as age, benefit
entitlement, family circumstance, educational status, hours worked and
attitudes to work. This led to the development of a typology of front line retail
workers, with a distinct name for each group and their indicative sizes and key
characteristics. The results of this analysis are included on page 6 in the earlier
Understanding our people section of this report.
In the second stage, we took the results of the cluster analysis and used it to
commission and weight a new poll of front line retail workers to obtain further
detail on the attitudes and circumstances of each group that had been identified,
and also to explore some of the other questions that emerged as priorities during
the scoping stage. The questionnaire that we used was agreed with the BRC,
and those involved in their work, in advance.
Finally, we analysed the data received from the polling to draw out the results
both by subject, and also by age group, and discussed the conclusions and
implications both for policy-makers and for retail companies.
Throughout, we use a cut off pay rate of 20% above the October 2015 minimum
wage to define our ‘front line’ cohort. This was designed to be consistent with
previous research and also to ensure that it broadly corresponded to the group of
people working between the hourly pay rate given by the 2015 national minimum
wage and the level advocated by living wage campaigners.
Note: Unless otherwise stated, the source for the data presented is the Survation
Retail Workers Survey for Tooley Street Research 2015. Survation is a member of
the British Polling Council and abides by its rules.
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Results: Polling
We worked with Survation to conduct online polling of 1,031 people earning an
hourly rate of up to 20% above the then minimum wage, or less than £8.05 per
hour, in the retail industry from 6th-20th October 2015.
From the cluster analysis stage we ensured that the sample was weighted to be
representative of the population of low paid retail workers as a whole in terms
of the gender balance, the proportion who were students, and the distribution
across different age groups.
We also structured the survey to ensure we could segment the results by whether
the individual was in receipt of tax credits, were a single parent, the main, second
or joint earner in the household, worked part-time, and self-identified as being
white or from an ethnic minority. We also obtained a geographic breakdown
and additionally categorised respondents by their highest level of education and
standard socio-economic grouping.
Having obtained a representative sample of low-paid workers, we started by
testing our previous typology by asking questions around attitudes to work
and career aspirations, followed by questions on specific issues identified as of
particular interest during the scoping phase, namely:
• issues related to productivity, such as motivation, training and innovation;
• barriers to progression;
• control over shift patterns;
• what they value in their job; and
• their views on the retail industry.
For each subject area, we report the results with the key findings in each and
a description of the ways in which these findings vary by demographic group,
employment status, region and the other variables under consideration.

Subject area 1:
Attitudes to work and career aspirations
want to progress your career?
18-24
35-44
over 55

54%
AGREE

26%
18%

71%

“I took this job because
I need flexibility around
my other commitments”
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age

is the key
factor

54%

want more
hours

Career ambition
Fewer than half of low-paid retail employees (44%) agree with the statement:
“I feel ambitious to progress my career”. This is a larger proportion than those
who disagree (41%), but a further 15% neither agree nor disagree.
Age is the dominant theme (Chart 1), with a striking fall in the proportion of
employees who feel ambitious from 71% of 18-24-year-olds to 18% of those
aged 55 or above. Only one in five (20%) of the youngest age group are not
ambitious to progress their career, but this rises to more than half (52%) of 35
to 44-year olds asked the same question.
In contrast, gender does not appear to influence career ambitions in a statistically
significant way. Variations by employment status are present but fairly small,
with full-time workers slightly more likely to agree with the statement (48%)
than those working part-time (42%).
Both single parents and BME employees are much more likely to feel ambitious
to progress their careers than the average across all groups, with 59% and 72%
respectively agreeing with the statement compared to the average of 44%,
although the small sample size for BME employees means that this finding
should be treated with caution.
Results also vary by social classification, with the proportion of employees in
social groups D and E less likely to agree that they feel ambitious (38% agree)
than those in C1 for example (56% agree).
CHART 1: “I FEEL AMBITIOUS TO PROGRESS MY CAREER”
80%
70%
60%
50%
40%
30%
20%
10%
0%
18-24

25-34

35-44

45-54

55+

AGE GROUP

Note: Proportion in each age group who agree or strongly agree with the statement:
“I feel ambitious to progress my career”.
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Current job role “fit”
A significant proportion - more than two in five (45%) of low-paid retail
employees - agree with the statement: “This is not the job I want, but it’s the only
work I could find”. Two in five (40%) employees disagree while a further 16% are
neutral about this statement.
More than half (54%) of 18-24 year olds say that they are not doing the job they
want to be doing, and nearing half of those aged between 25 and 44 agree.
After the age of 45 the proportion of people saying this drops off considerably,
however, standing at 35% of those aged 55 or above.
A higher proportion of BME employees (58% agree) feel that they are not in the job
they want compared to white employees (44%), although the sample size is small.
Bearing this in mind, the contrast is nevertheless greater than differences by gender,
with 49% of men agreeing with the statement compared with 43% of women.
Given that many are not in the job role they want; how would they feel about
still being in the same job in two years’ time? Quite a high proportion, around
half (49%), of retail employees agree with the statement: “I’d be happy if I had
the same job two years from now”. The remaining half either disagree (36%) or
are not sure (15%).
Table 2 shows some more breakdowns. Younger respondents and students
are far less likely to agree that they would be happy doing the same job in two
years’ time. But as the age group rises, the proportion that is happy to stay put
increases, from 37% of the 18-24 age group (and 35% of students) to 67% of
those aged 55 or over.
Table 2: “I’d be happy if I had the same job two years from now”
YES
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃

People aged 45 and over
People in Wales
Second earners
People in the Midlands
People educated to
GCSE level

MARGINAL
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃

Women
People aged 35 to 44
Main earners
People in the North or South
of England

NO
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃
҃҃

Men
Students
People aged 18 to 34
People in London
Joint earners
People in Scotland
People with a degree

Note: Groups where either significantly more than 50% (yes), around 50% (marginal) or significantly
less than 50% (no) are likely or strongly likely to agree with the statement.

London employees stand out as keen to move on from their current job, with only
30% saying that they would be happy to be in the same job in two years’ time
(possibly influenced by the younger age profile of the London workforce).
In contrast, those in Wales are more inclined to be content to stay put for the
next two years, with 64% agreeing, while other regions look similar to the
national average.
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Life considerations
A clear majority (54%) of retail employees agree with the statement: “I took
this job because I need flexibility around my other commitments”. One in four
(24%) agree strongly. Interestingly, this flexibility is seen as important by all age
groups, who may be balancing study, caring or other responsibilities with work,
although it is also possible that many respondents are also juggling one job with
other paid employment.
This flexibility is a huge draw for students, with four in five (80%) agreeing that
they took their retail job to balance work with other commitments. Flexibility is
also a more important consideration for women (59% agree) than men (43%),
for part-time workers (63%) than those working full-time (36%), and for those in
receipt of tax credits (60%) more than those who are not (52%).

Health
One in five (19%) retail employees agrees with the statement: “My personal
health is such that this is the only job I felt comfortable doing” suggesting that
health is a major career-limiting factor for a significant minority, particularly for
the 5% who strongly agree with the statement.
While a lesser proportion of 18-24 year olds agree, there is no obvious age pattern
after that, with 23% of 25-34 year olds, 45-54 year olds and those aged 55 or over
all agreeing with the statement above (compared to 18% of those aged 25-34).

Demand for more hours
A majority of retail employees (54%) agree that they want more hours in order
to earn more money, while 33% disagree. This is particularly true of the 18 to 24
age group (of whom 67% agree) falling back as age increases until the position
is reversed amongst those aged 55 or above, of whom a majority (54%) disagree
with the statement (Chart 2).
CHART 2: “I WANT MORE HOURS TO EARN MORE MONEY”
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More than two-thirds of both single parents (64%) and students (65%) wish to
increase their income through increased hours. Those in receipt of tax credits are
more likely to want to do this (57%) than those who are not (52%), perhaps signifying
higher levels of economic distress amongst those in receipt of means-tested benefits,
while part-time workers are keen for more hours (57%) than those working full-time
(48%), demonstrating that not all part-time workers choose that status.
While a higher proportion of employees in London want increased hours than those
elsewhere in England (63% agree with the statement), employees in Wales are more
likely to want more hours of work than those in England or Scotland as a whole, with
68% agreeing with the statement, compared with 55% in Scotland and 53% in England.

Promotion to earn more
A substantial minority of retail employees want promotion in order to earn more.
The proportion that do (43%) outweighs the proportion that say they do not
(40%), although 17% neither agreed nor disagreed that they wanted promotion
to earn more money. As with wanting more hours, responses vary hugely by age,
with the proportion that agree with the statement falling back dramatically from
the 35-44 group onwards.
The messages around part-time working, parents and gender are complex. The
contrast by gender is relatively small, with 41% of women agreeing that they want
promotion compared with 46% of men. However, the contrast between full-time
and part-time workers is much stronger, with 55% of full-time workers agreeing
that they want promotion compared with 37% of part-timers.
Moreover, single parents are much more likely to agree that they want
promotion in order to earn more (61%) than everyone else (41%). This challenges
assumptions about either gender or parental status when it comes to career
ambition. But the low proportion of part-time workers who see promotion as a
way of increasing their earnings - in contrast to the 57% of part-timers who want
to increase their earnings by doing more hours – suggests that they are less likely
to see promotion as a viable option.

Subject area 2: Productivity

52% 67% 62% 72%

feel overqualified

73%

motivated
to give
their best

“My employer
knows how
skilled I am”

see ways to
do things
better

have had
training
role but only

19%

say it has
enabled them
to earn more
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Fulfilling potential
We asked retail employees to consider a series of statements about the extent to
which they felt that their employer was making the most of their skills and potential.
A slight majority (52%) of retail employees agree with the statement: “I feel
overqualified for the work that I do”, while one in three (33%) disagreed.
This was particularly true of:
• Employees aged between 25 and 34 (60% agreed with the statement); and
• Those in receipt of tax credits (58% agreed).
But when asked whether they agreed with the statement that: “my employer
knows how skilled I am”, more employees answered affirmatively (62%) than
negatively (24%). BME employees were particularly positive on this point, with
73% in agreement and 18% disagreeing.
The youngest employees were more positive that their employer was aware
of their skills than other age groups, with 67% in agreement, although those
employees aged 55 or above were also more positive than those in the middle
age groups, with a high proportion (24%) agreeing strongly with this statement.
There is a difference between employer awareness of employee’s skills, however,
and their understanding of employee’s longer-term career ambitions and
aspirations. Asked for their views on the statement: “My employer knows about
my ambitions and aspirations”, a substantial minority (46%) answered affirmatively,
38% said that they disagreed with this statement and 16% did not know.
Levels of agreement were more positive amongst:
• the youngest (18-24) age group (59% agreed), hitting a low amongst
employees aged 45 to 54 (33%);
• BME employees (66%) than white employees (44%);
• single parents (55%) than other respondents (45%); and
• men (50%) than women (44%).
Overall, 67% of retail employees agreed with the statement that: “I feel motivated
to give my best at work.” Of the remaining third, 15% neither agreed nor
disagreed and 18% disagreed – 5% strongly so. The highest levels of agreement
with this statement were expressed by BME employees, single parents and the
youngest and oldest age groups.
CHART 3: “I FEEL MOTIVATED TO GIVE MY BEST AT WORK”
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Being listened to
A significant majority of retail employees say that they often have ideas about
how things could be done more effectively in their workplaces, but only a minority
feel that their ideas are taken seriously by their employer.
Almost three-quarters (72%) of retail employees agreed with the statement:
“When at work I often see ways things could be done better for the business”.
Just 11% disagreed, although a further 17% neither agreed nor disagreed.
Yet when those who agreed with the statement above were asked whether they
felt their ideas were taken seriously, only 44% thought that they were.
Employees aged 45 and above were both most likely to come up with ideas but
also most likely to believe that their ideas would not be taken seriously. Amongst
those aged 45-54, for example, 31% believed that their employer would take their
idea seriously but 47% did not, including 19% who strongly disagreed that the
employer took their ideas seriously.

Provision of training
Overall, around three-quarters (73%) of employees in our survey report that their
employer has provided them with training in their current role, while 27% say that it
has not. These figures are higher than those generally reported in the Labour Force
Survey or employer surveys, such as those carried out by UKCES, perhaps indicating
that our survey was insufficiently precise in describing what was meant by “training”1.
The findings also include some counterintuitive results. While previous research
suggests that women and part-time workers tend to have greater difficulty
accessing training, our findings show that a greater proportion of part-time
workers (76%) report having received training in their current role than full-time
employees (67%). Women were more likely to have received training in their
current role (76%) than men (67%).
In age terms, access seems to be lowest amongst employees aged between
25 and 54, but higher for those in the 18-24 and 55-plus age groups.
One group that appears to be losing out on workplace training is those employees
in receipt of tax credits, of whom 64% report having received training to perform
their current role compared with 74% of those who do not receive tax credits.

Impact of training on pay
Fewer than one in five retail employees (19%) who have received training in their
current role think that it has enabled them to earn more money. Three-quarters (76%)
think that it has not, while 6% do not know. Segmented analysis suggests that:
• the picture is worse for employees aged 45-54 or 55 and over, than for
younger age groups. In the latter group, fewer than one in ten (9%) think that
training has resulted in higher earnings, while 90% think that it has not;
• BME employees are slightly more positive than white employees, with 24%
considering that training has resulted in a pay rise, compared with 18% of
white employees.
Elsewhere in the data there are few variations to the message that for the
majority of employees, there is no clear link between training and pay progression.
1 For example, see the figures cited in UKCES’s Sector skills insights report on the retail sector, July 2012.
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Subject area 3: Barriers to progression

56% 60% 45%

believe people are
less likely to be
promoted if they
work part-time

39%
agree

know how to go
about getting
promoted

happy in their
current job role/
see no need for
change

tax credit recipients:
“there is no point getting a pay
rise because I would lose out in
tax credits or other benefits”

47%
disagree

Working part-time
A majority of retail employees (56%) believe that people are less likely to be
promoted if they work part-time. Interestingly, people in the youngest two age
groups are more likely to believe this is the case than older workers, with 67% of
18-24 year olds believing this to be the case compared with 44% of workers aged
between 45 and 54. It is not the case that part-time workers or women feel more
strongly that this is the case than full-time workers or men, however.
An even bigger majority (65%) agree with the statement: “I would take a job I
was overqualified for, if it offered flexibility in my hours.” A majority of all age
groups agreed with this statement, except for those aged 55 and over. This result
shows how flexibility is more important than achieving one’s potential for a large
proportion of retail workers: conversely it also suggests that once flexibility is
achieved and secured, there may be potential for individuals to contribute more,
as long as it is not jeopardised.
The proportion of women agreeing with this statement (67%) is higher than
the proportion of men (60%), while part-time workers are more likely to agree
(67%) than those working full-time (61%). Single parents are particularly likely to
agree, with more than three-quarters (79%) agreeing, as well as those in receipt
of tax credits (70%).
We asked part-time workers how they feel about a promotion opportunity that
might involve working full-time hours. More than half of respondents (54%)
agreed that: “I’d accept a promotion if I was offered it, but only if I could keep my
part-time status.” This was particularly important for younger age groups, women,
students and single parents (see Table 4).
The need for employers to offer promotion opportunities that do not involve the
sacrifice of part-time working arrangements is reinforced by the response of parttime workers to a further statement: “I’d accept a promotion if I was offered it,
even if it meant I had to work full-time”. Fewer than one in three (29%) part-time
employees agree with this statement, while 57% disagree.
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When combined with the earlier result that 57 per cent of part-time workers are
keener for more hours, presumably through a desire to increase their earnings, this
suggests the existence of two distinct cohorts of part-time workers: one group
who are underemployed because they want to contribute more hours to earn more
money, and another group whose overriding priority is their part-time or flexible
working status and so are underemployed because of their perceived conflict
between the opportunity for a higher hourly rate and the ability to work part-time.
This suggests that understanding the differences between these two groups is
key to unlocking the economic potential of retail workers.

Table 3: “I’d accept a promotion if I was offered it, but only if
I could keep my part-time status”
All

Men

Women

Single
parents

Students

Strongly
disagree

14.0%

11.9%

14.6%

12.4%

4.9%

Disagree

16.2%

19.4%

15.3%

8.9%

12.8%

Neither
disagree
nor agree

15.6%

22.1%

13.7%

11.0%

5.4%

Agree

34.4%

30.2%

35.6%

51.3%

42.1%

Strongly
agree

19.9%

16.4%

20.9%

16.5%

34.7%

Opportunities and support
A majority (56%) think that there are not many opportunities for promotion where
they work, although almost one in three employees (31%) disagree.
Almost one in four (24%) of retail employees agree that they “don’t know how
to go about getting a promotion”, although 60% believe that they do. There are
differences by age, however. As many as 42% of 18-24 year olds agree that they
do not know how to go about getting a promotion, compared with just 7% of
workers aged 55 or over. BME employees are also more likely to say that they do
not know how to go about getting promoted, with 39% agreeing.
Employees are split over whether their firm encourages them to apply for
promotion. While 42% of employees believe that “there is not much support or
encouragement available to me to go for promotion” a substantial 39% disagree
with this, although 19% neither agree nor disagree.
Interestingly the 25-34 age group is most likely to feel that there is not much
support or encouragement (50%), perhaps linked to the fact that they are more
likely to have actually applied for promotion than other age groups (see Wanting
to be promoted). But part-time workers do not believe this any more strongly
than full-time workers, suggesting that they do not see this as a specific reason
for being less likely to be promoted than full-time workers.
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Skills and education
Retail employees do not see their own level of skills and education as a major
barrier to promotion. In fact, 75% disagree with the statement: “I haven’t got
the necessary skills and education to get promoted” and only 15% agree, many
of whom do fall in the group with the lowest educational qualifications. There
are high levels of strong disagreement consistent across both genders and all
age groups. The only exception, however, concerns BME employees, of whom
28% agree that they do not have the necessary skills and education, more than
double the finding for white employees (13%). Caution is required due to the
small sample size but this may be an area of employee perception that needs
exploring by employers, in particular if this group does actually have similar
levels of qualifications to their non-BME colleagues.

Wanting to be promoted
Our survey finds that 45% of employees agree that: “I am happy in my current
job and see no need to change.” While 36% disagree with the statement including 15% who strongly disagree - the remaining 20% are neutral. Those in
the youngest age group (18-24) are much less likely to agree with this statement
than older age groups: 37% of them agree with this statement compared to
63% of those aged 55 or above. Women (47%) are more likely to agree with the
statement than men (38%).
Employee views on the statement: “I apply for promotions but haven’t yet been
successful” are revealing. Only one in ten (10%) employees say that this has been
their experience, while 81% disagree. Men (16%) are twice as likely as women
(8%) to agree, while 25-34 year olds (16%) are more likely to have applied for
promotion than other age groups. Of course actually applying for promotion will
depend on the opportunities available, which a majority of employees believe are
limited where they work (see opportunities for promotion above).

Family commitments
Family commitments are not seen as a barrier to promotion by the majority
of retail employees, with 60% disagreeing with the statement: “I’d be worried
about a promotion because of my family commitments.” More than one in four
(27%) agree that they would be worried, however, rising to 35% amongst 25-34
year olds and 41% of those in the 34-45 age bracket. Women are more likely to
be concerned about this than men (30% of women agree compared to 20% of
men) while part-time workers (30%) are more concerned than full-time workers
(21%), supporting the thesis of a significant minority of part-time workers who
are constrained from achieving their potential in the workforce due to their wider
circumstances. Single parents are noticeably more likely to be worried about this
(35%) than employees who are not single parents (26%).
A high proportion - 44% - of tax credit recipients say that they would be worried
about a promotion because of family commitments, suggesting that breaking
down this perception could be a good route to alleviating economic hardship.
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Whether promotion is worthwhile
In much of the retail industry it is common for the differential between team
member and team manager jobs, for example, to be relatively small – a situation
that may well be reinforced when the forthcoming National Living Wage lifts
minimum pay rates substantially in April 2016 if employers to do not take steps
to maintain pay differentials.
Asked for their views on the statement: “It’s not worth being promoted as you have
to work a lot harder for not much more pay”, slightly more employees agree (44%)
than disagree (42%) that this is the case. Employees aged 25 or over are more likely
to think that this is the case than 18-24 year olds, especially those aged between
45 and 54, of whom a clear majority of 54% agree that it is not worth it.
Lastly employees in receipt of tax credits are more likely to see the disadvantages
of promotion as outweighing the benefits - with 53% agreeing that promotion is
not worth it compared with 43% of those not receiving tax credits.

State benefits
For those in receipt of state benefits, the tapering off of tax credits and other benefits
when pay increases is sometimes thought to be a major disincentive to earning more.
We asked employees for their views on the statement: “There’s no point in being paid
more, because I’d lose out in tax credits and/or other state benefits.”
Generally, most employees do not think that this is the case. Fewer than one in
five (18%) employees say that they agree with this statement while 70% disagree,
including 41% who strongly disagree, suggesting strong feelings about this issue.
However, of those actually in receipt of tax credits, a much higher proportion - 39%
- agree that there is no point in getting a pay rise for this reason, although this is
lower than the proportion of people on tax credits who disagree, at 47%, implying
less of a disincentive than the public perception of the issue might suggest.

Subject area 4: Control over shift patterns
Easy to change last minute?

YES 35%
NO 48%
While flexibility is clearly highly valued, a lack of control over shift patterns
is sometimes cited as a drawback of working in the industry and a source of
employee dissatisfaction. It can also be a key determinant of a sense of stability
at home for those with young families. For that reason, our survey asked for views
on three statements concerning shift patterns (see Table 4).
A small majority (53%) agree that the shifts at their workplace are planned far in
advance in a well-organised way, but 30% disagree. Groups that tend to be less
satisfied than others with how shifts are organised include men more than women
(49% compared to 55% agree) and people in the 44-54 age bracket (48% agree).
There is an interesting national dimension. Retail workers in Scotland (40%) are
far less inclined to agree that shifts are well-planned and organised than those in
England (55%) or Wales (58%).
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53%

say well
planned and
organised

Table 4: control over shift patterns
“The shifts
at work are
planned far
in advance
and wellorganised”

“The
planning
of shifts
is mainly
organised
around my
needs”

“My shift
patterns
are mainly
organised
around
the needs
of my
employer”

“It is easy
to change
shifts at
the last
minute if I
need to”

Disagree
strongly

12.9%

23.0%

6.7%

23.9%

Disagree

16.8%

25.7%

14.8%

24.1%

Neither agree
17.1%
nor disagree

17.4%

15.8%

17.0%

Agree

31.5%

22.1%

33.6%

24.4%

Strongly agree 21.8%

11.8%

29.2%

10.6%

Two questions sought to identify the balance of how employees felt their
interests and their employer’s interests were taken into account when setting shift
patterns. Despite reasonable levels of satisfaction with how shifts are organised,
only a minority of employees think that shifts are mainly organised around their
needs. Around one in three (34%) of employees think that shifts are organised
around their needs, while 49% do not. Instead, 63% of employees believe that
shift patterns are mainly organised around the needs of their employer.
While more than one in three employees (35%) think that it is easy to change
shifts at the last minute if they need to, almost half (48%) do not. Again, the only
very noticeable variation between different groups is that a smaller proportion of
employees in Scotland agree that it is easy (28%) than those in England (35%) or
particularly Wales (47%).

Subject area 5: What do low-paid retail
employees value about their jobs?
Top reasons to work in retail

54%

working
close to home

39%

flexible
working hours

37%

32%

32%

29%

perks and
employee benefits

helping
customers

the people
I work with

pay
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As Chart 4 shows, with the exception of “the nature of the work I do” selected
by 19% of respondents, other factors - such as pension, promotion opportunities
or being able to claim state benefits as well as working - were only selected by a
small minority. Even amongst tax credit recipients, only 6% selected “being able
to claim state benefits as well as working” compared with 2% of non-recipients.
CHART 4: MOST IMPORTANT REASONS FOR WORKING IN RETAIL
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Note: Respondents were asked to choose their top three reasons.

Almost every age group - and every group by any other characteristic - selected
the ability to work near where they live as the most important factor. There
were two exceptions. Students put flexible working hours and pay above
location (although even 44% of students selected “working near where I live”
as important). BME employees also put flexible working hours and pay above
working close to home.
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Women are more likely to value working time flexibility and the people they
work with than men, while men value pay a little more highly than women
(Chart 5). Further down the priority list, men were also more likely to value a
company pension (9%) than women (3%).
Chart 5: Reasons for working in retail gender, employment status and student status
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By age, the relative importance of working close to home increases, while the
importance of pay decreases (see Chart 6).
CHART 6: REASONS FOR WORKING IN RETAIL - BY AGE
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of pay and benefits

84% 72%

receive
discounts
on products
and services

would prefer
the cash
value instead

Retail 2020 - Part 2: What our people think - 31

Benefits received by staff
While rates of pay - particularly starter rates - in the retail industry are low,
low-paid employees can be eligible for a wide range of employee benefits. Asked
about the benefits they received, the vast majority (84%) received staff discounts
on products or services while many benefitted from an annual bonus, longservice awards and free car parking (Table 5). Slightly fewer than one in three
(30%) employees say that they receive premia for working unsocial hours, such as
evenings or Saturdays, rising to 51% amongst low-paid supermarket staff.
Despite this, some other benefits are relatively rare, such as sick pay during
the first three days of absence (received by only 34% of employees) or
healthcare benefits such as health checks or counselling. Moreover, part-time
workers appear to be benefitting less from many benefits than their full-time
counterparts. While 43% of full-time workers said that they received an annual
bonus, only 31% of part-time workers did so. Worryingly, only 24% of BME
workers say that they receive an annual bonus compared to 36% of white
employees, while 23% of BME staff did not know whether or not they received
one compared with 11% of white employees.

TABLE 5: Employee benefits received
Staff discounts

84%

Free car parking

45%

Awards for long service

36%

Annual bonus

35%

Sick pay during the first three days off sick

34%

Unsocial hours premia (e.g. for working Sundays)

30%

Free or cheap meals at work

26%

Internet access at work for your personal use

26%

Paid holiday above statutory requirements

22%

Subsidised leisure benefits e.g. gym membership

14%

Free or reduced-price healthcare benefits such as
health insurance, health checks or counselling

13%

Financial help with other household costs such as
insurance, money advice

6%

Subsidised travel

5%

Hardship loans

4%

Pay versus perks
The relatively good level of employee benefits that frontline retail employees
receive compared with their basic rates of pay begs the question as to whether
employees would in fact prefer to receive cash - to the value that it costs the
company to give the benefits - in place of the benefits themselves. Our survey
asked employees this question directly, making it clear that the cash value of the
benefit might be less than it costs the employee to buy the benefit themselves.
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Overall, marginally more employees would prefer their benefits in cash (51%),
but the answer is far from definitive and varies significantly depending on the
employee’s gender, age, employment status and type of employer amongst other
factors. The proportion who would prefer cash rises to 57% amongst 18-24 year
olds but falls to 35% amongst those aged 55 or above.
Workers in London appear particularly keen to exchange their perks for cash.
More than two-thirds (69%) of low-paid retail workers in London would prefer to
receive their benefits in cash compared to 21% who would prefer to keep their
perks. This compares to around 50% of workers in the Midlands, South and North
who would prefer the cash.
CHART 7: CASH VS. PERKS
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Subject area 7: The retail industry
as a place to work

53% 48%

believe working
in retail has a
poor image

proud to work
in retail

Asked whether they agreed with the statement: “I’m proud that I work in retail”
48% of employees agreed (including 18% who strongly agreed), a further 26%
disagreed, while an equal proportion (26%) felt neutral about it. The box below
illustrates some of the variations that we found.

Who feels most proud to work in retail?
NORTH

50%

WOMEN

51%

LONDON

37%

MEN

42%

STUDENTS

61%

BME

70%

NONSTUDENTS

46%

WHITE

46%

WALES

59%

WOMEN

52%

SCOTLAND/
ENGLAND

46%

MEN

40%

by age
55+

56%

18-24

51%

25-54

41%

Note: Proportion indicating that they “agree” or “strongly agree” with the statement:
“I‘m proud that I work in retail”.
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Views on a further statement backs up the segmentation differences identified
above. Fewer than half (47%) of retail employees say that they like telling people
about where they work, but this rises to 56% of people aged 55 and over
compared with around 42% of people aged between 25 and 54. Half (50%) of
female employees agree that they like to tell people about where they work,
compared to 40% of male employees. BME employees, part-time workers and
employees in Wales were all more likely to enjoy telling people about where they
work than the 47% of people who did so overall.
CHART 8: “I FEEL THAT WQRKING IN RETAIL HAS A POOR IMAGE”
19%

12%

STRONGLY disAGREE
DISAGREE
NEITHER AGREE NOR DISAGREE
AGREE
STRONGLY AGREE

20%

33%

16%

Does retail have an image problem? A slim majority of its lowest-paid workers
say yes. Asked for their views on the statement: “I feel that working in retail has a
poor image”, 53% agreed, including 19% who strongly agreed (Chart 8). Full-time
workers (57% agreed) were slightly more likely to agree with this statement than
those working part-time (50%), while students were less likely to believe this
(39%) than non-students (54%).
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