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The MBS Group is delighted to partner with BRC and PwC on this 
report, a first-of-its-kind publication that paints the true picture 
of diversity and inclusion in the UK retail industry. Whilst our industry 

has made significant progress to achieving leadership as diverse as our 
customer bases, it is clear there is still a very long way to go. 

The past year has been one of the most 
turbulent periods for the retail industry since 
the second world war. In these most difficult 
of circumstances, retailers have acted with 
agility and strength, rallying together to serve 
the nation at a time of crisis. Against this 
backdrop, it is understandable that diversity 
and inclusion (D&I) may not be at the top 
of every retailer’s agenda.  

But this is not the time to lose focus. Achieving 
D&I is not only right morally, but a commercial 
imperative for retailers as they emerge from the 
Covid-19 crisis. At The MBS Group, our view 
is simple: D&I is not just a ‘nice to have’, and 
businesses which fail to prioritise D&I will suffer 
as they find themselves outrun by their more 
forward-thinking competitors, whose leadership 
is fully representative of their consumer base. 

With this in mind, we are delighted to produce 
this first-of-its-kind report alongside BRC and 
PwC, two organisations which have consistently 
proven their commitment to making the UK 
retail industry a more inclusive place.  

We repeatedly hear from business leaders 
a desire to understand how their company 
benchmarks on D&I, and a frustration at the lack 
of progress across the industry. By analysing 
diversity in the sector, exploring the state of 
inclusion, and sharing examples of best practice, 
we hope that this report will provide some 
much-needed insight, and act as a catalyst 
to further change.  

The retail industry can be proud of the 
progress it has made to date, but there is still 
a long way to go. Female and ethnic minority 
representation remains low at the most senior 
levels and inclusivity policies are failing to 
be felt right the way down the organisation. 

I would like to thank Helen Dickinson, 
Tom Ironside and Tamara Hill at BRC 

for their commitment to this project, and to 
Katy Bennett, John Harding and Lucinda Miller 
at PwC for their ongoing partnership – together 
with Jon Terry, who used to lead PwC’s D&I 
practice, with whom we instigated this project 
before his retirement. I am also indebted to 
the 100+ Chairs, CEOs and HRDs who have 
contributed to the research and workshops – 
especially Jo Whitfield, Roger Whiteside, Tony 
DeNunzio and Helen Webb whose leadership in 
driving this agenda has been pivotal throughout. 
I would also like to thank my own team at MBS 
– in particular, Moira Benigson, Simon More,
Imogen Sewell, Sian Hale, James Wardlaw,
Jessica Rowland, Aelf Hewitson, Krystyna
Robbins and Manraj Bahra. The work you see
here is a credit to their commitment to this
project – and, as always, they have gone above
and beyond to deliver these insights.

At The MBS Group, we are proud to have 
championed diversity in the retail industry for 
over thirty years. It is my hope that this report 
sheds some light on the current picture of D&I 
and the actions we can take towards a fairer 
future, providing guidance for leaders as we 
enter the aftermath of this extraordinary period. 

R etail is a dynamic, agile and innovative industry that has always 
attracted a varied workforce; often the first step in the world 
of work, carers looking for part-time work, and parents working 

around childcare.

In recent years, retail has taken strides to 
improve gender equality, and women are 
increasingly represented at the top, making 
up around 30% of Boards and executive 
committees. But, given women make up two-
thirds of the industry, there is still a way to go.

I am delighted to have joined forces with PwC, 
The MBS Group, and retailers across the board 
to shine a light on diversity in its widest sense. 
The data they have gathered provides a stark 
reality check, showing where the industry is 
falling behind – for instance, almost a quarter 
of retail businesses do not yet have a formal 
diversity and inclusion plan in place. Five years 
ago, we set out a vision for Better Jobs and 
aspired for retail to be a diversity and inclusion 
(D&I) leader. Through BRC Learning we offer 
training to help companies implement inclusive 
practices. But we must do better, we must tackle 
the issues the research highlights head on, and 
we must do it now.

Diversity is vital to respond to the needs of 
consumers. Pressure is mounting to ensure 
promoting equality is entrenched into business 
practices. It is no longer good enough to 
consider diversifying leadership and expect 
permanent change to occur. 

We welcome over 40 retailers who have 
signed the BRC D&I Charter, pledging their 
commitment to better our industry by enabling 
more equal opportunities for all. But how do we 
move from great intentions to driving change? 
We have taken the first step in understanding 
where the challenges lie – the next step is 
more action. 

These pledges focus on oversight, recruitment, 
progression, reporting, inclusivity and 
responsibility. They will help retailers challenge 
their culture and biases holistically and embed 
D&I into every aspect of their business. Retailers 
vow to appoint D&I Executives, to improve 

recruitment, to remove bias, to support open 
career opportunity, to collect and contribute 
data on diversity, to create a respectful and 
inclusive work environment, and to make all line 
managers responsible for supporting equity in 
the workplace. 

Inclusion is no longer optional; it is business 
critical. We will not be able thrive or transform 
unless we foster an inclusive culture. A company 
which is agile is more likely to achieve better 
business outcomes, and employees will be more 
engaged. Diversity will bear fresh ideas and 
perspectives, and ultimately better connection 
to customers. 

We want our industry to be as vibrant, creative 
and innovative as it can be. We must reap the 
benefits of having diverse ideas, experiences 
and backgrounds. These pledges are the first 
step towards success, and I am excited to 
see what we can achieve with a truly inclusive 
playing field.

Helen Dickinson OBE
Chief Executive of the British Retail 
Consortium

Elliott Goldstein 
Managing Partner, The MBS Group
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W e at PwC are delighted to be contributing to this report 
on diversity and inclusion in the retail industry.  

While the case for diversity and inclusion is strong 
in all sectors, it’s especially so in an industry like 
retail, where the customer reigns supreme. The 
priorities don’t just include strengthening the 
diversity of leadership and inclusiveness of the 
working environment, but also ensuring that 
products and services cater to Britain’s highly 
diverse customer base. 

How much progress have retail businesses made 
on diversity and inclusion? What more could 
and should they be doing? The people who 
work in retail are in the best position to judge. 
In November 2020, we surveyed more than a 
thousand people working in stores, warehouses 
and digital retailers across the UK.  

We wanted to find out whether employees 
believe that diversity and inclusion are sufficiently 
high up on their employers’ agenda. We also 
wanted to find out whether employees have 
felt supported by their employers during the 
Covid-19 pandemic and whether they feel their 
safety is being adequately protected. This is a 
critical test of inclusion. Further questions focused 
on diversity and inclusion through a commercial 
lens by asking whether employees believe that 
their organisation’s products, branding and 
marketing are sufficiently inclusive.  

The findings are revealing. This includes the gaps 
between the perspectives of retail executives 
interviewed by MBS for this report and the 
participants in our employee voice survey. 
Most tellingly, 84% of the executives report 
that diversity and inclusion are priorities for their 
organisation. Yet only 49% of participants in our 
employee voice survey feel that diversity and 
inclusion are sufficiently high up their employers’ 
agenda. Moreover, while many participants in our 
employee voice survey are positive about their 
experience during the pandemic, a significant 
proportion are not. Underlying issues highlighted 
in the findings from both surveys include a lack 
of data to gauge progress, identify priorities 
and inform key decisions.  

From a commercial perspective, the proportion 
of participants in our employee voice survey who 
believe that their products cater to a diverse 
customer base is encouraging, though far from 
universal. In a highly competitive marketplace, 
opportunities to boost sales and brand advocacy 
are therefore being lost.  

It’s important to note that our employee voice 
survey was carried out during November’s 
second national lockdown when many ‘non-
essential’ shops were closed. The industry is 
also facing longer term disruption and change 
as an increasing amount of business shifts from 
physical to digital retail. Progress on diversity and 
inclusion may therefore have taken a back seat in 
some businesses. But rather than being second 
order priorities, I’m convinced that diversity and 
inclusion are critical to survival and success by 
improving businesses’ abilities to connect with 
customers and tap into underserved markets. 

We conclude the chapter by outlining what we 
see as the way forward. Central to this is building 
diversity and inclusion into business strategy 
alongside other commercial imperatives and 
ensuring that there is the data to support this.

If you would like to discuss any of the issues 
raised in this research, please feel free to 
get in touch. 

Katy Bennett
Director, Inclusion and Diversity Consulting, 
PwC UK
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Executive summary: 
where are we now 
and what comes next?

This first-of-its-kind research provides a detailed 
insight into the state of diversity in the retail 
sector. The report draws on research from The 
MBS Group which encompasses data captured 
from more than 200 of the industry’s leading 
businesses, and conversations with more than 

100 Chairs, CEOs and HR Directors, combined 
with a survey of 1,000 sector employees carried 
out by PwC. This chapter provides a summary 
of our findings, as well as restating the 
commercial case for D&I and outlining practical 
recommendations to turn intention into action.  

How the industry is performing on diversity and 
inclusion, why D&I is a commercial imperative and 
what businesses can do to turn intention into action 



Key insights and report 
overview 

Over the last decade, the topic of diversity and 
inclusion (D&I) has evolved considerably. Until 
relatively recently, businesses committed to 
D&I were focused on diversity: improving the 
representation of women, ethnic minorities 
and other under-represented groups in their 
organisation. However, over the last few years, 
there has been a shift towards inclusion, with 
the understanding that inclusion not only leads 
to diversity, but also drives meaningful positive 
change that can be sustained in the long term. 

This report looks closely at both aspects of D&I 
individually. After all, achieving diversity at the 
most senior levels does not necessarily mean 
a company is inclusive, and a singular focus on 
meeting representation targets can distract from 
solving deep-rooted issues that exist further 
down the organisation. 

By bringing together an analysis of diversity 
from The MBS Group and an exploration 
of the employee perspective from PwC, 
this report considers both areas.  

Making good progress, 
but more to be done 
The retail industry can be proud of the energies 
it is investing in diversity. A significant 76% of 
businesses have a coordinated D&I strategy, and 
13% have one in its formulation stages.

However, there is more to be done. Businesses 
are at vastly different stages of their D&I journey, 
and having a policy in place does not guarantee 
engagement in or enthusiasm for the topic. 

Notably, grocers are in a league of their own, 
with mature, well-funded D&I policies which 
have buy-in from the Board and underpin long-
term business strategy. By contrast, a significant 
proportion of retailers are not paying D&I the 
attention it deserves – and unless they do 
better, they will find themselves outrun by more 
forward-thinking competitors. 

The engagement gap 
A large majority (84%) of retailers say that D&I 
is a business priority. However, our research 
shows that engagement on the topic of D&I at 
executive committee level is not mirrored by 
the Board – particularly when businesses are not 
listed – and, crucially, is not being felt on the 
shop floor.

Conversations with NEDs from across the 
retail industry revealed that – with some 
exceptions – D&I is not a key item on the 
Board agenda, and, particularly at the moment, 
that immediate commercial performance is 
consistently prioritised over the longer-term 
topic of diversity. 

Most concerningly, PwC’s research has revealed 
that only half (51%) of retail employees believe 
D&I is sufficiently high on their employer’s 
agenda, and less than half (47%) believe that 
their employer communicates about D&I. 
Moreover, nearly one in four participants from 
ethnic minorities in PwC’s research reported 
to have experienced or witnessed racism in 
the workplace. Equally troubling is the 13% 
of women who have experienced sexual 
harassment and 14% who have experienced 
gender discrimination. 

These findings paint a stark picture, clearly 
demonstrating that executive team engagement 
on the issue of D&I is not enough. Businesses 
must now turn policy into action, and ensure that 
the strategies in place have a practical impact 
on the entire workforce. 

AT A GLANCE

Retail is close to achieving the 
Hampton-Alexander target of 33% women 

on Boards.

32.6% of NEDs, 32.0% of executive committee 
members and 37.5% of direct reports to 

Board are women.

One in five retailers have all-male Boards, 
and 15% have no women on their executive 

committees.

69% of retailers have an all-male Chair, CEO 
and CFO triumvirate. Just 4.3% of Chairs, 9.6% 

of CEOs, and 11.4% of CFOs are women.

13% of female retail employees have experienced or seen sexual harassment at work, 
while 14% have experienced gender discrimination.

4.5% of NEDs, 5.8% of executive committee 
members, 6.0% of direct reports to Board are 

from an ethnic minority background, compared 
to 12.5% of the UK population.

81% of retailers have no NEDs from ethnic 
minority backgrounds, and 68% have all-white 

executive committees.

One in four retail employees workers from ethnic minorities has experienced or witnessed 
racism in the workplace.

84% of retailers say that D&I is a priority, 
but less than half (49%) of retail employees 
agree that D&I is sufficiently high up their 

employers’ agenda.

89% of companies either have or are forming 
a D&I strategy, but only 47% of employees 
feel that D&I is sufficiently communicated.

100% of D&I strategies look at gender, 90% look at race and ethnicity and 68% look at LGBTQ+. 
Only half look at disability, and less than a quarter cover social mobility (20%) or age (23%).
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What’s in a name? 
From ‘inclusion’ to ‘equity and belonging’, 
retailers are using different labels to 
describe their D&I journeys. As the topic 
evolves, businesses are choosing the term 
that best reflects their priorities. In this 
report, we are using D&I, which is how most 
businesses in our research referred to their 
diversity and inclusion agenda. 



Broadening the conversation
Gender and ethnicity remain the most 
developed facets of diversity policy, but many 
retailers are committing to broadening the 
conversation to include other areas. 

Companies with a D&I policy are next most 
likely to cover LGBTQ+ issues, with far fewer 
also formally covering physical disability, age, 
mental health and social mobility. While it is 
more difficult to accurately measure progress 
in these areas, 27% of retailers could identify 
an openly LGBTQ+ leader within the top two 
seniority levels of their organisation, but only 
7% of retailers could identify a disabled leader 
within those levels. 

Covid-19 will have a mixed 
long-term impact 
Covid-19 will have a lasting impact on diversity 
in retail. Across the industry, D&I budgets have 
been slashed, role models and D&I professionals 
have exited, and initiatives to improve on D&I 
have been paused. However, there are also 
shoots of hope, particularly with the rise of 
flexible working, which could support future 
progress for the inclusion agenda. 

Lack of data remains a key 
barrier to progress 
Almost all leaders identified a lack of data as 
a key barrier to progression. While mandatory 
gender pay gap reporting has forced retailers 
to take action on gathering gender data, 
information remains incomplete on most other 
areas. Most significantly, only 33% of companies 
attempt to capture ethnicity data, with most 
of those using voluntary surveys rather than 
systematic tracking. 

Businesses should move 
beyond the 33% target 
on female representation 
The headline figures on female representations 
are encouraging. Just under a third (32.0%) 
of leaders on retail executive committees are 
women, a figure that increases to 32.6% at Board 
level. These figures are fast approaching the 
2020 target of 33% women in senior leadership 
roles as set by the Hampton-Alexander 
Review. Equally promising is the 37.5% female 
population at direct report (ExCo -1) level, 
demonstrative of the strong pool of female 
talent ready to rise up into executive committee 
and Board positions in the years to come.  

However, a singular focus on meeting this 33% 
target can lead to complacency, and distract 
from the long-term mission of achieving the 
50/50 split that exists in society.  

Moreover, there is a serious lack of women 
in the most senior roles across the retail industry. 
A significant 69% of retailers have an all-male 
CEO, CFO and Chair triumvirate, while only 9.6% 
of the industry’s CEOs – and 4.3% of Chairs – are 
women. For an industry with a predominantly 
female customer and employee base, retail 
should work hard to address this imbalance 
or prepare to suffer commercially. 

Significant progress to be 
made on ethnic minority 
representation
There is work be done on ensuring Black 
and ethnic minority representation across 
senior leadership. Most strikingly, 81% of 
companies have no NEDs from ethnic minority 
backgrounds, and 68% have all-white executive 
committees. This is clearly unrepresentative 
of the UK’s diverse population, in which 12.5% 
of people identify as coming from an ethnic 
minority community. 

Research from PwC has also revealed a gap 
between policies in place and the employee 
perspective on race and ethnicity. While 90% 
of retailers have a race and ethnicity policy, 
only 34% employees reported that open 
conversations about race were taking place 
in their organisation. 

FEMALE REPRESENTATION

Level FTSE 100 FTSE 250 Retail

Board 36.2% 34.3% 32.6%

Executive 
Committee

26.5% 21.7% 32.0%

Direct Reports 31.2% 29.7% 37.5%

ETHNIC MINORITY REPRESENTATION

FTSE 100 
Boards Board

Executive 
committee

Direct 
reports

9.7% 4.5% 5.8% 6.0%

D&I STRATEGIES

Area of focus
% of retailers that 
include it

Gender 100%

Ethnicity 90%

LGBTQ+ 68%

Physical disability 50%

Social mobility 20%

Age 23%

Parents and carers 30%

Mental health 45%
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The engagement gap 
A large majority (84%) of retailers say that D&I is 
a business priority. However, our research shows 
that this engagement on the topic of D&I at 
executive committee level is not being felt on 
the shop floor. 

Comparing The MBS Group’s data, gathered 
through conversations with more than 100 retail 
Chairs, CEOs and HRDs, with PwC’s analysis 
of the employee voice paints a stark picture. 
Businesses must now turn policy into action, 
and ensure that the strategies in place have 
a practical impact on the entire workforce. 

Restating the commercial 
case for D&I 
Diversity is not only right morally, but a 
commercial imperative. In a turbulent year, we 
have detected the need to restate the business 
case for prioritising diversity.

D&I makes business sense 
As detailed in PwC’s report Diversity is the 
solution, not a problem to solve, there are five 
reasons why diverse businesses perform better: 

1. Better outcomes for customers

2. Better business returns

3. Greater innovation and new ideas

4. More attractive to employees

5. Improved reputation and brand

There is plenty of evidence for this. Research 
from McKinsey has shown that executive teams 
featuring gender diversity are 25% more likely 
to outperform those that don’t, and teams 
with ethnic diversity are 36% more likely to 
outperform those without it. Indeed, McKinsey’s 
latest report shows that the relationship 
between diversity on executive teams and the 
likelihood of financial outperformance has 
strengthened over time. 

D&I should be part of 
Covid-19 survival strategies 
For many businesses, survival and resuming 
trading in a commercially viable way will be 
immediate priorities – and achieving diversity 
should be factored in to this process. 

Investing in diversity pays off quickly. The 
energy firm SSE undertook a Return On 
Inclusion calculation for their gender diversity 
programme, which found that the business got 
back £4.52 in 2017 for every £1 invested in 2014. 
Moreover, as we move into the next phases 
of Covid-19, organisations will need creativity 
and varied insight on their leadership teams 
to rebuild business models and re-orientate 
themselves to rapidly changing customer needs.

D&I is an investor priority
Fostering diverse and inclusive workforces is an 
integral part of the ESG agenda. Non-executive 
directors and institutional investors recognise 
that a company’s long-term prosperity is not 
only linked to commercial performance, but also 
to what it delivers for its stakeholders. D&I is an 
integral part of this, and many investors today 
will simply not invest in businesses that can’t 
demonstrate diversity. 

In 2020, for example, Goldman Sachs stated 
that it would no longer take a company 
public if all its directors are white, straight, 
and male. Moreover, the most recent ISS 
guidance for proxy voting in the UK and Ireland 
suggests recommending against a Chair of 
the nomination committee if the company 
is a constituent of the FTSE 350 (excluding 
investment companies) and the Board is not 
comprised of at least 33% women. However, 
most UK retail businesses are not listed, but 
owned by individual families or private equity 
funds. It remains to be seen how committed 
that these non-institutional investors are 
to the overall ESG agenda. 

EMPLOYEE VOICE SENIOR LEADERSHIP VOICE

Only 51% of retail employees believe their brand 
promotes inclusion 

44% of retailers are looking at inclusion through a 
brand lens by focusing on opening up their customer
base, marketing and product offering

Less than half (49%) of retail employees agree that
D&I is sufficiently high up their employers’ agenda

84% of retailers say D&I is a now business priority
for senior leadership, even if it wasn’t prior to 2020

Less than half (47%) of retail employees believe
business leaders communicate about D&I in their
organisations

65% of retailers claim to have open and accessible 
lines of communication with their employees 
around D&I, whether that be engagement surveys
or open forums 

Only 24% of participants report their employer
collects information on workers’ ethnicity, and
40% reported not knowing whether their employer 
collects data on any of ethnicity, disability, sexual
orientation or social mobility

Only 33% of retailers collect ethnicity data in any
way, shape or form – whether that be systematically 
or through voluntary surveys – with many who 
conduct questionnaires noting either poor response 
rates, or large numbers of employees ticking 
‘prefer not to say’

32% of survey participants report that their
organisation had conversations about racism in the 
workplace before the Black Lives Matter protests,
but that this hasn’t increased since

90% of companies with a D&I strategy include race 
and/or ethnicity as areas of focus; and 62% reported
that the Black Lives Matter protests forced executive 
committees and Boards to have more conversations 
about race

Only 34% of retail employees were satisfied with 
their organisation’s response to the BLM movement

Only 22% of retailers publicly stood in favour 
of the Black Lives Matter movement

46% of workers with children under 16, and 37% 
of 18-34-year-olds, would be worried about 
a promotion because of family commitments

Several companies recounted instances where 
women had turned down promotions because they 
assumed the role would be all-consuming, even
when flexibility could have been negotiated
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Moving from intention to action
Across the retail industry, there is widespread 
positive intent to improve on D&I, and leaders 
are keen to understand the practical steps they 
can take to move from intention to action.  

BRC Better Jobs 
D&I Charter 
Over the past year, the BRC has worked 
with its members to deliver a strategy for 
better jobs that focuses on the industry’s 
D&I performance. Following a series of 
roundtables to gather and share initiatives, the 
BRC identified some effective interventions 
and tools to promote and assist all members, 
irrespective of where they are on their journey. 

Building on the output from these sessions, 
the BRC drafted a D&I Charter containing 
a set of pledges for members to commit to 
implement in their businesses. Sticking to 
these pledges will demonstrate the industry’s 
commitment to making material progress on 
creating a diverse workforce and enabling 
them to become more inclusive employers.

The D&I Charter recognises the value of 
transparency; retailers from across the 
industry have agreed to transparency in 
their recruitment processes, demonstrating 
their commitment to reducing inequality in 
their workforce and looking at the whole 
employment journey to understand and 
address any barriers to progression.

These pledges have been agreed upon 
by retailers across the industry, all of which 
are committed to prioritising diversity and 
inclusion as they emerge from Covid-19:

1 Our CEO will be accountable for diversity 
and inclusion in our business and will 
appoint an executive with ownership 
for D&I

2 We will ensure there is no bias in the 
recruitment process and will undertake 
a transparent process of audit

3 We will take positive action that supports 
open career opportunity and progression, 
and will undertake a transparent process 
of audit

4 We commit to contributing data on our 
diversity in the workplace, which will feed 
in to the BRC Better Jobs dashboard

5 We commit to create a respectful, 
inclusive work environment within which 
every employee has the opportunity to 
make a meaningful contribution to the 
company’s vision and values

6 We believe supporting equity in the 
workplace is the responsibility of all 
line managers

14 15
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– For executive hires, look to adjacent
sectors such as FMCG to more easily
identify candidates from an ethic minority
background

– When hiring your next NED, ensure that
the short list is balanced with some racial
and ethnic diversity

– Use existing entry-level schemes, such as
apprenticeships, to focus on hiring from
under-represented groups

• For social mobility

– Establish partnerships with schools,
colleges and universities

– Set up an apprenticeship scheme
with long-term aims to sponsor
high-potential talent

• Build a pipeline of diverse talent

• Focus on identifying high-potential
candidates from diverse backgrounds
early on in their careers

• Prioritise training and nurturing diverse
candidates and sponsoring them into
the most senior positions

• Review incentivisation programmes with
a D&I lens

• In retailers that generate most sales
at the weekend, adjust shop floor-level
incentivisation schemes to avoid bias
against women, who tend not to work
at the weekend because of childcare
commitments

• Implement mandatory personal objectives
around inclusion for every employee at store
manager-level and above

• Consider linking executive bonuses to
D&I targets

• Embrace flexible working

• Use Covid-19 as an opportunity to enable 
flexible working in the long term

• Assess lessons learnt from Covid-19 about
which roles can work remotely or flexibly

• Encourage senior leaders to act as role
models in working flexible or part-time hours

• Review the terms of your Nominations
Committee to ensure that they are following
best practice to achieve a diverse and inclusive
leadership team in critical roles

4) ENGAGEMENT 

• Sign up to BRC’s Better Jobs D&I Charter

• Make sure your employees are being heard

• Set up listening groups or focus groups for
different areas of diversity, which can provide
feedback on inclusivity policies

• Put an employee voice on the Board

• Drive inclusion

• Employee networks for the different areas of
diversity can encourage belonging and allow
employees to share their lived experiences

• Engage in annual events such as
International Women’s Day, Pride, and
Mental Health Awareness Week

• Ask whether any senior leaders from a
diverse group would consider sharing their
experiences with the rest of the company

• Recognise that some colleagues may need
extra support

• Establish partnerships with external
organisations such as Stonewall

• Build inclusion into your brand

Recommendations  
With businesses at different stages of their 
journeys, unifying around a specific set of 
recommendations is an impossible task. 
The location of the head office, the spread 
of employees geographically, a company’s 
ownership class and many other factors mean 
that businesses have to deploy strategies that 
reflect their unique situations. 

We have compiled a series of recommendations 
based on conversations with more than 100 
retail Chairs, CEOs and HRDs. This is not 
designed as a tick-box exercise, and not every 
recommendation will be appropriate for every 
business. However, it is our hope that the 
suggestions below will provide some guidance 
on how to drive meaningful and practical 
change in retail organisations.

1) LEADERSHIP FROM THE TOP 

• Ensure that D&I is owned by the CEO, and
that their personal sponsorship of D&I is visible
throughout the business. Appoint ExCo level
sponsors for different diversity characteristics

• Ensure appropriate governance and
encouragement from the Board, who should
regularly receive reports on core D&I metrics,
and should support the CEO to drive progress
on D&I. Appoint a Board-level sponsor for D&I

• In listed businesses, consider establishing
a Board-level D&I sub-committee that is
separate from the ESG committee

• Align long-term D&I goals with overall
business strategy

2) DATA AND REPORTING

• Prioritise data collection

• Appropriately explain and introduce any
company-wide data collection efforts
to encourage employee engagement.
Specifically, explain exactly what the data will
be used for

• Leverage industry networks and retail
communities to hear best practice on how to
effectively collect data

• Measure your internal progress on achieving
a more diverse workforce year-on-year;
benchmark your business versus your direct
peer group in retail

• Consider tracking data on:

• ‘All-male spines’, to find out how many 
employees report exclusively to men

• Those not returning to work after maternity
or paternity leave, and track their reasons

• The ethnic makeup of the local area,
and measure success on ethnic minority
representation against this figure

• Whether or not employees feel they work
at inclusive business

• Whether or not customers feel they shop
at an inclusive business

• Establish processes for reporting progress on
D&I into the Board or executive committee

3) WORKING PRACTICES

• Review hiring processes

• For gender diversity

– Consider setting specific targets at
shortlist and longlist

– Request a 50/50 gender split shortlist
from executive search partners

– Specifically prioritise hiring women into
male-dominated functions, and vice versa

• For ethnic diversity

– Consider setting specific targets at
shortlist and longlist

– To avoid unconscious bias from individual
store managers, centralise shop-floor
hiring processes
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Data appendix
GENDER 

Level Hampton-Alexander 
review target 

Retail FTSE 100 HTL Consumer 
goods

Board 33% 32.6% 36.2% 28.9% 27.6% 

Executive 
Committee 

33% 32.0% 26.5% 27.2% 22.2% 

Direct reports 33% 37.5% 31.2% 37.7% 35.9% 

ETHNICITY 

Level Hampton-Alexander 
review target 

Retail FTSE 100 HTL Consumer 
goods

Board 12.5% 4.5% 3.6% 6.4% 11.4% 

Executive 
Committee 

12.5% 5.8% 8.3% 3.4% 5.7% 

Direct reports 12.5% 6.0% 4.8% 7.1% 

Action % of retail businesses 

Tracking ethnicity data 33% 

Increasing conversations around race after 
the Black Lives Matter movement 

62% 

External statement on BLM 22% 

LGBTQ+ 

Retail HTL Consumer goods

% of businesses that could 
identify LGBTQ+ leader(s) 
among executive committee 
and direct reports 

27% 39% 27% 

DISABILITY

Retail HTL Consumer goods

% of businesses that could 
identify physically disabled 
leader(s) among executive 
committee and direct reports 

7% 14% 31% 

Position % of which female in UK retail % of which male in UK retail 

CEO (including divisionals) 9.6% 90.4% 

CEO (excluding divisionals) 6.3% 93.7% 

CFO 11.4% 88.6% 

Chair 4.3% 95.7% 

All three of CEO, CFO and Chair 0% 69.3%

Overall retail workforce 64.3% 35.7% 
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Retail Hospitality, travel 
and leisure 

Consumer goods

Percentage of companies 
with coordinated D&I policies 

89% 80% 45% 

Of those companies, the percentage that cover… 

Gender 100% 100% 

Ethnicity 90% 24% 

LGBTQ+ 68% 41% 

Social mobility 20% 18% 

Physical disability 50% 24% 

Age 23% 18% 

Care responsibilities 30% 6% 

FLEXIBLE WORKING 

% of retail businesses  

Someone on executive committee works something 
other than full-time 

16% 

Someone in wider senior leadership works something 
other than full-time 

36% 

THE EMPLOYEE VOICE

 Organisational perceptions 

Only 49% of retail workers in the employee voice survey agree that diversity and inclusion are sufficiently 
high up their employers’ agenda  

Only 30% of retail workers in the employee voice survey report that their employer collects data in any 
of the areas of ethnicity, disability, sexual orientation or social mobility

68% of retail workers in the employee voice survey believe that their organisation’s products/services 
cater to a diverse customer base

51% of retail workers in the employee voice survey believe that their brand (e.g. products) promotes inclusion 

Pandemic experiences 

64% of retail workers in the employee voice survey have felt supported by their employer during 
Covid-19 (completely or somewhat) 

46% of retail workers in the employee voice survey report that their working experience during the pandemic  
has been positive

Only 35% of retail workers from ethnic minorities in the employee voice survey believe that their employer 
has taken all the steps necessary to protect their safety compared to 49% of white colleagues

Racism, harassment and discrimination 

23% of retail workers from ethnic minorities in the employee voice survey have experienced or witnessed 
racism in their current workplace

13% of women in the employee voice survey have experienced or witnessed sexual harassment and 14% 
gender discrimination in their current workplace

Black Lives Matter 

Only 34% of retail workers in the employee voice survey believe their organisation has responded well to the 
Black Lives Matter movement
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About us 

About the British Retail 
Consortium
The BRC’s purpose is to make a positive difference 
to the retail industry and the customers it serves, 
today and in the future.

Retail is an exciting, dynamic and diverse industry 
which is going through a period of profound 
change. The BRC is committed to ensuring 
the industry thrives through this period of 
transformation. We tell the story of retail, work 
with our members to drive positive change and 
use our expertise and influence to create an 
economic and policy environment that enables 
retail businesses to thrive and consumers to 
benefit. Our membership comprises over 5,000 
businesses delivering £180bn of retail sales and 
employing over one and half million employees. 
For more information, visit: www.brc.org.uk
Twitter: @the_brc

About PwC
At PwC, our purpose is to build trust in society 
and solve important problems. We’re a network 
of firms in 155 countries with over 284,000 
people who are committed to delivering quality 
in assurance, advisory and tax services. Find out 
more and tell us what matters to you by visiting 
us at www.pwc.com
Twitter: @PwC_UK

This content is for general information purposes 
only and should not be used as a substitute 
for consultation with professional advisors.

© 2021 PricewaterhouseCoopers LLP. All 
rights reserved. PwC refers to the UK member 
firm, and may sometimes refer to the PwC 
network. Each member firm is a separate legal 
entity. Please see www.pwc.com/structure
for further details.

About The MBS Group
For more than 30 years, The MBS Group has 
been a leading sector-specialist executive search 
firm advising all consumer-facing industries, 
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 
Twitter: @TheMBSGroup 
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Further reading 
Diversity is the solution, not a problem to solve 
https://www.pwc.co.uk/industries/financial-services/
insights/diversity-is-the-solution-not-a-problem-to-solve.
html 

Comeback to HTL by WiHTL
www.comebacktohtl.com  

Are you missing millions? 
https://www.pwc.co.uk/human-resource-services/assets/
pdfs/are-you-missing-millions.pdf 

Hampton-Alexander Review: FTSE women leaders (2021)
https://ftsewomenleaders.com/ 

Why diversity matters (2015) 
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/
organization/our-insights/why-diversity-matters 

Delivering through diversity (2018) 
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/
organization/our-insights/delivering-through-diversity 

Diversity wins: How inclusion Matters 
https://www.mckinsey.com/featured-insights/diversity-
and-inclusion/diversity-wins-how-inclusion-matters

From Intention to Action: Diversity in Hospitality, Travel 
& Leisure – An in-depth report from WiHTL, The MBS 
Group and PwC
https://www.thembsgroup.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2020/02/WiHTL-Annual-Report-From-Intention-
to-Action-2020-Edition.pdf 

Diversity in Food and Grocery: an in-depth report 
from The MBS Group, IGD and in association with PwC
https://www.thembsgroup.co.uk/wp-content/
uploads/2019/11/397402-MBS-Group-%E2%80%93-
Diversity-in-Grocery-Brochure.pdf 

Neurodiversity at Work – CIPD in collaboration 
with Uptimize 
https://www.cipd.co.uk/Images/neurodiversity-at-
work_2018_tcm18-37852.pdf 
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