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DIVERSITY AND INCLUSION IN PRACTICE 

Diversity and inclusion 
in practice 

In this section we present six case studies, 
taken from retailers of varying sizes and at 
different stages of their D&I journey. They 
cover vital topics, including data collection 

and hiring for diversity, and provide practical 
examples of how to foster an inclusive 
environment in the workplace and overcome 
common challenges. 

How leading retail companies are turning their 
intention into action 
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Has D&I always been a priority for Asda?
Between us and our parent company Walmart 
in the US, we’ve had clear and ambitious plans 
for improving gender representation for a 
long time. Until a few years ago, however, that 
was as far as it went – it was clear we needed 
to do more to support and celebrate other 
underrepresented groups. We were still in that 
embryonic period when we set up our five 
‘strands’: gender, ethnicity, age, LGBTQ+ and 
disability, which we later separated into physical 
disability, and mental health and wellbeing. 
Since then, we’ve laid out a more pointed 
strategy to force change in particular areas, with 
each strand appointed an executive sponsor 
and a colleague resource group. It’s become so 
much broader than a ‘talent agenda’ – we look 
at diversity, inclusion, equity and belonging as 
cornerstones of our culture.

How do you think retail specifically lends 
itself to D&I?
Social mobility is the bread and butter of what 
retail – and particularly grocery retail – does. 
So many colleagues join us for a convenient 
part-time job at school or college, and quickly 
progress. Some love their experience so much 
that they never leave! 

Which areas are the hardest to get balanced 
gender representation? Why do you think 
that is?
Logistics and supply can be really male-
dominated, and though store management 
is starting to change, it’s a slow burn. At entry 
level we have more women than men, but as 

you go up the organisation the balance drops 
off at store manager level. Our stores are open 
24/7 which carries a certain traditionality, so 
we’re working hard to disprove the stereotype 
that store management isn’t conducive to 
part-time or flexible hours – but it’s a stubborn 
preconception to shake off. The pandemic has 
been a portal into the future for flexible working, 
dispelling presenteeism and proving that some 
of the beliefs and restrictions holding us back 
from participating previously are disappearing.

A common problem for business looking to 
do more on D&I is a lack of data. How did 
you go about gathering more information 
on your workforce?
At Asda, we track ‘all-male leadership spines’ 
– that is, the proportion of people in different
areas of the business who only see men
above them in their direct chain of command.
That allows us to identify which functions are
suffering from a lack of female role models,
and which have a healthy mix. Our goal is to
disrupt the pipeline; to proactively reduce the
number of colleagues who report into a male
store manager, a male senior director, a male
VP etcetera. At the end of the day, though, you
can have all the data in the world – what matters
is what you do with it. We started picking
out random anonymised employee numbers
and tracking their history at Asda to see what
real career progression looks like, behind all
the talk. It’s helped us question assumptions
and views which I’m not sure we would have
done otherwise.

Once HR have the data and start to act on 
it, how do you communicate those messages 
to the entire workforce? What’s the best way 
to hear them out?
After the Black Lives Matter protests, every VP 
at Asda held listening groups – we hosted 72 
in July alone. The goal was to get into those 
uncomfortable conversations we’d maybe 
been uncertain to provoke in the past – we 
wanted to move away from a policy of “we 
don’t condone” towards the more powerful and 
actionable stance of “we reject”. We ran a series 
of sessions on allyship for National Inclusion 
Week last September, explaining the basics of 
what prejudice and privilege are. We felt it was 
all about starting a conversation: we launched 
an Instagram campaign for Black History Month 
where colleagues gave simple tips on how to 
avoid microaggressions, things as simple as 
what to do when you see an unfamiliar first 
name on a name badge.

Hayley Tatum
Chief People Officer, Asda 
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Your MD, Anna Blackburn, is one of 
a handful of female leaders in UK retail. 
What does having her at the helm mean 
for the business?
Our MD has been with us since 1998 when 
she came up through our management 
development programme, and we’re all the 
stronger for it. Our workforce is predominantly 
female, so Anna understands what it’s like on 
the shop floor because she’s been there herself. 
She took on the role when she had two children 
under five, so figuring out work life balance was 
top of the priority list and this is something Anna 
actively promotes today.  

Flexible working is obviously role modelled 
from the top at Beaverbrooks. Has that 
always been the case?
We first started flexible working 20 years ago 
when we were approached by a store manager 
returning from maternity leave. One in three 
Beaverbrooks colleagues have been with the 
company for 10 years or more and we believe 
this is because of our people-centric approach, 
our family values and our focus on making 
Beaverbrooks an exceptional workplace. We 
take a unique approach to flexible working 
by limiting policies and instead being open 
to bespoke approaches to an individual’s 
circumstances. 

We’ve always given our colleagues the option 
to work from home on certain days (long before 
Covid!) as we believe the more we trust and 
invest in our people, the more they will invest in 
the business. 

We actively encourage people to return to 
work after maternity/paternity leave, adapting 
flexible working patterns where we can to ensure 
a positive work life balance. One example is 
ensuring all parents get to attend nativity plays, 
despite Christmas being a pivotal trading period 
for us, as we understand how important this is. 

Where does that trusting philosophy 
originally come from?
Trust is one of Beaverbrooks’ five key values 
(passion, integrity, caring, trust and fairness) 
which, along with our business purpose of 
‘Enriching Lives,’ is set out in a document we 
call The Beaverbrooks Way. Beginning life as 
a mission statement in 1998, The Beaverbrooks 
Way has since evolved through feedback from 
our people. Today, it defines how things are 
done at Beaverbrooks. It’s a company ethos 
by which all decisions are made within which 
everyone in the business works.

We are very proud of our core values and 
strong company culture; and are delighted 
to have been recognised in The Sunday 
Times’ Best Companies to Work for list for 
18 consecutive years. 

As a family business, how have you 
approached D&I? 
Because we have such clearly defined core 
values that have been at the heart of the brand 
for 102 years, and are deeply invested in and 
value each of our 960 colleagues, we naively 
believed that this was enough.  

The atrocious murder of George Floyd in 2020 
prompted us to look further within ourselves and 
review our efforts. We’ve been holding focus 
groups for 25 years, but in summer 2020 we 
invited colleagues from across the business to 
hear ideas and opinions of how we can improve 
diversity and inclusivity within the business. 

We’ve recently set up a diversity and 
inclusivity committee who meet monthly and 
are responsible for developing a diversity 
and inclusivity strategy at Beaverbrooks and 
ensuring our commitment is communicated 
and supported throughout the business.  

We’ve also pledged our support to Black 
and minority ethnic jewellers and silversmiths. 
We’re a proud partner of the MasterPeace 
Academy – the UK’s first culturally relevant 
jewellery academy.

We acknowledge that there’s no quick fix when 
it comes to diversity and inclusivity; the real 
fix must be long-term and requires sustained 
commitment and we’re working together 
as a brand to achieve this. For us, it’s about 
understanding that each individual is unique, 
recognising our differences and celebrating 
people for who they are. 

How do you manage to translate your 
family values into a workspace where 
everyone feels included?
We believe that a collaborative and inclusive 
culture is key to business success. Each year 
Anna and I send over 100 personalised letters 
and phone calls to recognise and celebrate 
long service. Anna hosts a series of focus 
groups every year to hear from different people 
across the business, and in 2020 we received 
our highest response rate yet (92%) for the 
Best Companies To Work For survey. Feedback 
from colleagues is that our people feel valued 
and listened to, knowing they are genuinely 
contributing to the direction of the business. 
We also use Yammer to encourage teamwork 
and greater collaboration across our 72 stores 
and office – it’s a great platform for our people 
to share ideas and best practice. 

Mark Adlestone, OBE DL
Chairman, Beaverbrooks
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Feelunique is your first CEO role. What were 
your top priorities when you joined?
I set up an I&D panel as soon as I started. 
We went out into the business and asked 
for voluntary data on a range of protected 
characteristics to lay the groundwork for a 
strategy, and fortunately the response rate 
was strong. Measuring that data against the 
UK working population as a whole mattered 
to us – it’s not just about percentages of 
BAME employees, but rather considering the 
challenges and representation of each ethnic 
group. We’ve devised targets and a set of 
actions designed to move us forward on them.

What’s your main takeaway from establishing 
an D&I agenda within the business?
Education is everything – people need to know 
what they don’t know. It’s informed a lot of work 
around our internal comms more generally, 
as we set up channels to share and celebrate 
diversity of thought, cultural events, knowledge 
and books. As a senior woman in retail I have 
strong opinions about what battles women 
face in business, but I know to defer to experts 
in other areas of I&D to help me lead the 
conversation. I wanted to lead an organic and 
open-minded group, where people can take it 
off in the directions they feel passionate about 
and talk about their experiences to a receptive 
audience. It’s never easy, particularly around 
language, but that teaching is critical. 

You’ve been accommodating flexible working 
since before the pandemic. How has that 
worked in the business?
We have a lot of flexibility in terms of how 
people work – whether that be school hours 
from 7am-3.30pm, or full-time hours in four days. 
Lower down the organisation we have job shares 
too. From a remote working perspective, our 
CTO lives in Australia with four direct reports in 
the UK. We’re used to dialling in remotely – we 
capitalise on the overlap and schedule meetings 
for the morning, UK time. If we ever have tech 
issues, it works in our favour; he works while 
we’re asleep!

What positive impacts has flexible working 
had at Feelunique?
Traditionally, our business is segmented 
across three geographies in the UK, each of 
which hosts a slightly different demographic. 
Marketing and buying are based in London, 
which tends to attract a younger, more diverse 
– and more transitory – workforce. On the other
hand, our tech team and call centre in Jersey are
populated with a slightly older population local
to the area, while our finance team is based in
Northampton. Covid-19, however, has cracked
open a whole new world of opportunities in
terms of where people are based – we put in
working from home infrastructure very quickly,
and people were really energised. It’s definitely
smoothed some of our previous sticking points
around inter-office communication.

Have there been any negatives? What 
are your predictions for the future of how 
we work?
As the months of working from home dragged 
on, productivity seemed to be fraying. It’s harder 
to get stuck into the strategic and cultural 
topics beyond the day-to-day to-do lists from 
home, and monitoring mental health became 
a challenge. Some people clearly loved the 
flexibility on childcare and commuting that 
working from home affords you, while others 
found it harder to engage remotely. Ultimately, 
while I don’t think we’ll ever go back to every 
member of staff spending every day in the 
office, the social, onboarding and educational 
aspects of work are best done in person. I hope 
for a future where every individual can create 
a bespoke work pattern that takes their personal 
circumstances and professional strengths 
into account. 

Sarah Miles
CEO, Feelunique.com
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day a week so he can help with the school run 
for example – it’s refreshing.

Last year, we rolled out flexible working and job 
design training. We had some really interesting 
examples from our field-based area managers 
about the situations that would have seemed 
insurmountable in 2019, but that they had been 
forced to reconsider and solve laterally during 
the pandemic. Now, we know that you don’t 
need a store manager, an assistant manager 
and a full team of store colleagues in every 
single store at every minute of the day – we’re 
trying to break that ‘always on’ culture. 

How do you go about connecting the senior 
team with those voices on the ground?
We host listening groups which provide us with 
a consistent platform to listen to our colleagues’ 
challenges, suggestions and ideas. We’ve also 
held conferences with employee panels and ran 
masterclasses on specific inclusion subjects.  

It’s our role to understand that certain groups 
of people experience unique challenges in 
the working world that we may not have had 
to face. Between Superdrug and Savers there 
are 16,000 colleagues over 1,300 stores, so the 
challenge is making sure our store colleagues 
and head office communities are equally behind 
our vision.
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Whose responsibility is D&I on 
a day-to-day basis?
In 2019, we created a purpose-built role – a 
Senior Inclusion & Engagement Manager. We’d 
had inclusion in our people strategy for a couple 
of years previously, alongside our employee 
networks, but we realised that if we wanted 
to achieve more, we would have to dedicate 
someone to drive the initiatives forward. Our 
six employee networks each have a lead and 
an executive sponsor, and it’s the inclusion 
manager’s job to fit all the pieces together under 
the wider I&D strategy, alongside initiatives such 
as training and recruitment processes. 

Superdrug is only one of two retailers, alongside 
Co-op, in the Social Mobility Employer Index 
of the best 75 companies for social mobility 
in the UK. 

How do you target and celebrate people 
from all social backgrounds?
One of our core networks, Access All Areas, is 
dedicated to social mobility. Our apprenticeship 
programme has been running for 13 years, which 
is something we pride ourselves on: retail should 
be an environment where we can really play a 
part in social mobility. 70% of our apprentices 
move into team leader roles, many of whom are 
now moving up to store manager roles. We take 
apprentices straight after GCSEs, so they have 
the accelerated opportunity to achieve a lot by 
a young age. And outside of our apprenticeship 
programme we know that many people start 
their careers in retail from a Saturday role but 
find they love it and can see how broad the 

opportunities are and how much support there 
is to get the role they want. In 2020 we started 
to track social mobility data for individuals 
on our development programmes, so we can 
ensure we’re getting the right mix of diversity 
rising up through our cohorts. 

How important is role modelling when 
it comes to showcasing social mobility 
at Superdrug?
It’s really important to us: retail is a great career 
and there are so many opportunities. As it 
stands, five out of six of our regional general 
managers have been store managers with us, 
and one of our directors started as a Saturday 
boy aged 15! It’s worth remembering though, 
that even the most socially mobile senior 
leaders who’ve ‘made it’ may not resonate with 
teenagers who are just starting out. That’s why 
our internal promotion target is 70%: the more 
people you can see move up the ranks, the 
more you will believe it for yourself.

Store management positions are often less 
attractive to women, who fear that the role 
is a 24/7 commitment. Is flexible working 
something you’ve considered?
Flexible working has always been on our radar 
– our network encouraging work-life balance,
Make Work Work, was created a few years ago
with parents and carers in mind. Of course,
field roles don’t translate as easily to working
from home as head office roles, but there
are absolutely examples of senior operations
colleagues making work work for them. One
area manager does his admin from home one

Kendra Moffatt
Senior Inclusion & Engagement Manager, Superdrug
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There have been a number of innovative ways 
that our colleague-led workstreams have kept 
the entire team engaged, from a virtual film 
inclusion festival to a virtual panel event with 
external speakers in celebration of Black History 
Month. To support in keeping the conversation 
alive our Google Forums, weekly newsletters 
and monthly Town Halls all feature regular 
content for the team to engage with. 

Mental wellbeing has come to the fore during 
the last year. Have you done anything to 
check in with colleagues?
The wellbeing of the Wickes team is our number 
one priority and through the great help of the 
Wellbeing network and each other, we continue 
to create a supportive and caring environment.

It is encouraging to have over 350 leaders and 
line managers Mental Health First Aid trained 
to support 8000 colleagues to thrive in the 
workplace. Since the start of the pandemic we 
have conducted regular check-in surveys with 
the team to understand how they are feeling 
and what more we can do to support. 

This last year has very much highlighted the 
importance of taking a moment for ourselves. 
To help colleagues, we introduced the Music 
Diet programme which focuses on how to 
use neuroscience and music to reboot your 
own mental wellbeing and included access 
to virtual DJ, guitar and neurobics workshops. 
And we also closed our doors over the festive 
period so our colleagues could have a well-
deserved break. 
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There’s a stereotype that women may 
not be interested in careers at home 
improvement retailers. In your experience, 
has that proved true?
At Wickes there is a place for everyone and 
we thrive on creating a space that allows our 
colleagues to be their authentic selves. Our 
Balance for Better workstream is committed 
to creating a workplace where colleagues can 
reach their full potential by having access to the 
same opportunities. 

We value diverse communities as they challenge 
our way of thinking, pushing us to evolve and 
establish policies that represent our people. 
With five active inclusive workstreams, the secret 
to making them successful is the people: the 
fact they are diverse and inclusive themselves 
ultimately creates a driving force for change. 

We have always believed our best kept secret 
is our culture and this is by and large down to 
being a diverse home improvement retailer. 
We are proud to have been recognised for this 
in The Financial Times’ 2021 Diversity Leaders, 
ranking as a top 10 UK retailer for D&I.

Wickes have been supporting the LGBTQ+ 
community for a while. When did you decide 
to make that a priority?
Well over five years ago. It started off as a 
grassroots movement with LGBTQ+ initiatives 
celebrating the traits and characteristics that 
make people unique, and since has continued 
to evolve and be led by our people, creating 
a positive environment of pride, fairness, 
accessibility, balance and wellbeing. 

The Wickes Board and I each sponsor a 
workstream to support them in flourishing 
and most importantly for us to become more 
educated on the topic we are sponsoring. This 
includes reverse mentoring and coaching, 
which leads to regular discussions and listening 
groups at the Board table, keeping all topics 
front of mind such as how it feels to be a BAME 
colleague at Wickes and to put pressure on the 
system for change. 

The entire business is involved in the 
conversation, with our Ally programmes set to 
educate the workforce on how to support their 
colleagues. Our partnerships with independent 
organisations such as Business Disability Forum 
and Stonewall also hold us to account and 
provide independent expertise to balance 
the focus and follow best practice.  

How do you keep up momentum around 
D&I over the last year with people having 
to work differently? 
As an essential retailer our shops and 
distribution centres have continued to run 
as normal, which translates to over 95% of 
our colleagues turning up to work to serve 
customers every day. Our lean support office 
team are working remotely, but this hasn’t 
stopped the team from keeping up the D&I 
spirit at Wickes.

We have continued to commit to the investment 
for each workstream, giving them the freedom 
to support and develop a regular beat of activity 
that educates and celebrates their ambitions 
with everyone at Wickes and ensuring the 
important subjects are recognised. 

David Wood
CEO, Wickes
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Tea Colaianni
Non-executive director, Watches of Switzerland

Founder and Chair of WiHTL – Diversity in 
Hospitality, Travel and Leisure and Diversity in Retail
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What are the insights and learnings you can 
share from your experience of engaging on 
the inclusion agenda with so many brands 
across hospitality and retail?
I would highlight five specific areas of insight: 

1 There must be genuine commitment from the
top of the organisation to make a difference, 
to have courageous conversations, to 
approach D&I as one would deal with any 
other strategic business issue with a business 
case, clear accountability, specific targets and 
resources allocated to make things happen 
at pace. If that commitment is not there, your 
employees, customers and shareholders will 
be unforgiving.

2 Sharing and learning from each other and
co-creating solutions has a multiplier effect 
that benefit the industry as a whole.

3 Being on the inclusion journey is a success
in its own right whether your organisation 
is at the very beginning of the journey or 
quite sophisticated in its methodology and 
outcomes. In 2021 it is not acceptable not 
to be on the inclusion journey at all.

4 Involving all employees is crucial in driving
organisational change. Everybody needs 
to feel they are part of the solution and have 
a say. Employee resource groups can play 
an important part in this, but everybody needs 
to be ‘inclusionist’.

5 Multiple studies have found that ‘merit’ is
often used as a tool to reinforce the status 
quo, maintain existing power dynamics and 
perpetuate exclusionary practices. Review your 
diversity policy and ensure that diversity is not 
a secondary criterion subordinate to criteria 
that reinforce past practices and resist change. 

www.wihtl.com 
www.diversityinretail.com

Why is diversity and inclusion important to 
you and how did you come about making the 
pursuit of inclusive cultures your purpose?
Over my 25+ year career I have often been 
the only woman or one of two women on 
many Boards. I have had to find my voice and 
learn how to use it in male-dominated work 
environments. It is not easy or comfortable to 
be in the underrepresented group, to work your 
way around well-established ways of working 
and share a perspective that is different from 
the rest because of your language, culture, skin 
colour, country of origin or other characteristics. 

I have always been passionate about supporting 
other women on their way up, sharing my 
own experience with others and choosing 
to challenge archaic ways of hiring, engaging 
and developing people that consciously 
or unconsciously left some groups out. 

When I left my role as group HRD at Merlin 
Entertainments five years ago, I felt a sense of 
duty and responsibility to create solutions that 
work and make a tangible difference. I started 
by engaging with CEOs, CPOs and other 
C-suite executives to make inclusive cultures
work for all in their organisations, encouraging
them to share and learn from each other
and advocating for our senior leaders to do
more, be brave and use their platform to drive
meaningful change, thereby raising the bar for
the industry as a whole.

It was a conversation with Keith Barr, CEO at 
InterContinental Hotels Group, who said that 
“as an industry we should not compete when 
it comes to diversity, but we must collaborate 
instead”, that inspired me to create the WiHTL 
Collaboration Community. The Community 
now positively impacts over 2.2 million 
employees globally across hospitality, travel 
and leisure with advocacy and collaboration 
at its core. McDonald’s, Hilton, IHG, Deliveroo, 
Airbnb and Virgin Atlantic amongst others are 
incredibly engaged members of the WiHTL 
Community focusing on gender and race and 
ethnicity, where the principles of inclusive 
leadership and a culture where people feel like 
they belong apply to LGBTQ+, age, religion, 
social mobility, disability and more.

I am really excited about the impact we can 
have when we work together in this area and 
fundamentally I believe no single company 
can make progress on its own; collaboration 
is the way forward. Progress made within the 
hospitality industry makes me very confident 
that the same depth of collaboration and 
impact can be achieved within the framework 
of Diversity in Retail, which is the sister project 
of WiHTL. John Lewis, WH Smith, Wickes and 
Watches of Switzerland have already joined the 
Diversity in Retail Community, with an ambitious 
mission to make a positive difference to 1 million 
people by 2025.  
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with a particular focus on the retail sector. 
Clients consider us to be the partner of choice 
when searching for critical leadership roles that 
make a difference. We work at board level and 
on executive positions across all functions of 
strategic importance. For more information, 
visit www.thembsgroup.co.uk 
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