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How can we raise the pay of front-line retail workers without harming their
businesses? This report explores the debate around pay and productivity in
the largest low-pay sector in the UK. It brings together recent research on
the structure of the low-paid retail workforce with data on the attitudes of
the workers themselves, to make explicit policy recommendations to both
businesses and government. The aim of the report is to provide
suggestions as to how to reduce poverty in Britain's low-paid sectors while
at the same time supporting the wider aims of the retail industry. The
conclusions will also feed into current policy discussions around the rollout of Universal Credit, and the role of the minimum wage to alleviate
poverty.

The report shows that:
•

there are a number of structural barriers to increasing pay through a focus on raising productivity in
the workplace

•

there is a high level of self-reported ‘underemployment’ among low-paid retail workers, with more
than half agreeing they feel “overqualified for the work that [they] do”

•

in general, retail workers can be divided into two groups – those who want more hours to earn more
money (around half of the total), and those for whom the overriding priority is to have controlled
hours, so that they can organise their working lives as they wish

•

there is a sense that being promoted in the retail sector ‘isn’t worth it’, and also a strong link between
motivation and age, with people who start off ambitiously in the retail sector feeling thwarted as time
goes on

•

there is scope for government intervention to encourage more defined career paths, both within the
retail sector and to support individuals to leave the sector

•

anti-poverty measures should be focused on those in hardship, not those simply on low pay

•

there is scope for firms to unleash more of the talents of their colleagues through job redesign, with
a particular focus on those who seek control over their working hours.
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Executive summary
There is a case for asking whether it is possible to raise the pay of low-paid workers in the retail sector in
a way that supports both firms and the wider economy. Not only is it a key question for those concerned
with alleviating poverty, due to the relatively high incidence of means-tested benefit take-up among
retail employees, but it is also relevant to discussions around national prosperity, due to the sheer size of
the retail sector and the links – in theory at least – between pay and macroeconomic productivity. The
question is also of interest to firms themselves who, faced with a tough trading environment, are
continually interested in ways in which they can increase their return on capital.
By undertaking new research with low-paid retail workers, as well as performing new analyses of national
datasets and conducting high-level interviews with senior practitioners and other experts, we have,
however, uncovered a number of structural barriers to increasing pay through a focus on raising
productivity in the workplace. A key indicator is the self-reported level of ‘underemployment’ among lowpaid retail workers, with individuals reporting that they could contribute more given the opportunity, and
more than half of all low-paid retail workers agreeing that they feel “overqualified for the work that
[they] do”. This suggests a significant potential to increase productivity if people are given the
opportunity to perform at the level of responsibility that they feel capable of.
We show how, in general, retail workers can be divided into two groups – those who want more hours to
earn more money (around half of the total), and those for whom the overriding priority is to have
controlled hours, so that they can organise their working lives as they wish. Many in the latter group, in
particular, are capable of contributing more, but are prevented from doing so for structural reasons:
around two-thirds of all respondents said they would accept a job they were overqualified for if it allowed
flexibility in hours, and around half of those who already work part time said that they would only accept a
promotion if they could keep their part-time status.
Linked to this we find a sense that being promoted in the retail sector “isn’t worth it”, with 44% of staff
agreeing with this statement. We also find that motivation is linked to age and, separately from age, that
self-perceptions of health can be a limiting factor for as many as one in five people in low pay in the retail
sector. Given our focus was restricted to the retail sector, however, we do not know the extent to which
these findings are common across the economy as a whole, although our earlier qualitative work suggests
similar attitudinal findings at least in other low-paid sectors.
Bringing this together, we suggest a number of ways in which the Government and employers, separately
and together, can take action to raise productivity in the retail sector in a way that can support higher
wages. As a starting point there needs to be a greater understanding of how to unblock the
underemployment experienced by many employees, particularly those who want to work part time or
flexibly. This can be done at a policy level and also by firms themselves, and we make a number of
recommendations designed to raise awareness of the issue, spur change and provide a more supportive
environment for the individuals affected.
Recognising that low pay is not the same as economic hardship, we also suggest that the Government
has an absolute responsibility to target career advice and personalised support for those who are more
likely to be in hardship, which we define as being in receipt of means-tested benefits. This is a new area of
policy direction; our analysis shows that the desire to improve their circumstances is large enough among
this cohort to make considerable inroads, without having to adopt the language of sanction or
conditionality at this stage. There are also recommendations about making preschool childcare free at
the point of use, rather than reimbursed later.
Finally, and flowing from our lifecycle approach of understanding how people’s relationship with work
varies with age, we recommend a bespoke careers advisory service aimed primarily at young retail
workers who are not also students: our evidence suggests that outcomes are not likely to be good for
this group, despite their relatively high levels of ambition, and that this is partly because they lack the
knowledge of how to ‘get on’. This is something that the Government and industry leaders would both
benefit from working in partnership to fix. Our recommendations are summarised in Box 1.
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Box 1: Summary of recommendations
Recommendation 1: employers should routinely ask all staff what they want from their working hours,
and report the aggregate responses.
Recommendation 2: employers should explore job redesign that seeks to combine responsibilities that
were previously separated between entry-level and first-tier managers; this allows the pay rate at the
lowest rung to rise because the contribution to the firm from entry-level individuals will have increased.
Recommendation 3: this redesign should have at its core the ability for all roles to be performed on
either a full-time or part-time basis, depending on the individual’s preference, with parallel modular
training routes of equal status in existence for both cohorts. To ensure that neither the ‘more hours’ nor
the ‘controlled hours’ groups are inadvertently discriminated against, larger firms should publish the ratio
of part-time to full-time advertised vacancies for all salary bands within the organisation, along with the
responses to staff survey questions asking if there is a trade-off to obtaining a promotion and working
part time, and the proportion of management roles that are less than full-time.
Recommendation 4: to aid the building of effective, stable teams, managers should seek to understand
the relationship between an individual’s motivation at work and their wider aims for their working lives. To
this end, our analysis of trends among different demographic groups is useful as a starting point.
Recommendation 5: as an anti-poverty measure, employers of all sizes should offer staff a choice
between the perks of the job and their cash value to the company, even if this is less than the retail value.
In addition, the availability of perks should not discriminate between full-time and part-time staff.
Recommendation 6: the Government should target tax credit recipients with personalised support on
how to improve their position in a way that supports the wider aims for their working lives.
Recommendation 7: the Government should publish a white paper on spurring part-time progression
routes, including the role for public policy to speed up implementation; this should include mapping the
available expertise around job design, making resources available to spread best practice and mandating
the publication of key metrics, including those specified in this list of recommendations.
Recommendation 8: the Government should explore if free preschool childcare at the point of use for
over 15 hours a week has a higher take-up than if it is reimbursed later through the tax and benefit
system.
Recommendation 9: the National Careers Service, working in partnership with the retail industry, should
proactively seek to advise people starting work in retail on how best to achieve their aims and aspirations
for their working lives, regardless of whether that means continuing to work in the sector. This should
start with prioritising the under-25s regardless of tax credit entitlement, but should be available to
anyone working in the sector, including as part of a Universal Credit conditionality programme.
Recommendation 10: entry-level jobs in retail should be professionalised with modular qualifications
linked to progression routes that are recognised across the industry.
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1 Introduction
This paper brings together published and unpublished results from recent Tooley Street Research
projects for clients in both the commercial and not-for-profit sectors around pay, productivity and
progression in the UK retail industry, drawing out insights of relevance for both policy-makers and
businesses. We are grateful to the Joseph Rowntree Foundation for making it possible for us to consider
the broader implications of our work in this way.
There is no shortage of economic analysis around pay and productivity. Where our approach differs is
that it is sector-specific, and grounded heavily in the self-reported attitudes of those actually working for
low pay, as employees in retail jobs. This means that we can fully consider not only the structural issues
that are specific to the retail industry, but also ground our proposals for change in a firm understanding
of the supply-side behavioural responses of the employees themselves.
Although our client work has primarily been with larger, well-known, high street retail firms (including,
but not limited to, supermarkets), our primary research with low-paid employees draws from across the
retail sector, including those employed by smaller companies. By definition, however, we are concerned
with those employed on a low hourly wage (including those on zero- or minimum-hours contracts) rather
than the self-employed. Our recommendations apply across the sector but, given their particular concern
with structural barriers to change within the workplace, they are perhaps of particular relevance to larger
employers. However, there are also general points of reflection that will be of use to smaller firms when
considering the best way to organise their teams.
Part of our work is concerned simply with shedding more light on the structure of the industry and
amplifying the voices of those who work in it. But we are also interested in answering a broad and
important question, namely ‘is it possible to raise the pay of front-line retail workers in a way that
supports both their firms and also the wider economy?’.
In this introductory chapter we outline the theoretical framework for asking this question and some
immediate issues to consider, and draw up a pen portrait of what ‘good’ might look like if change can be
achieved. Chapter 2 then presents some relevant results from our research against which this ideal pen
portrait can be compared. Chapter 3 draws out the implications for firms and policy-makers who are
interested in moving closer to the ‘good’ outcome, and finally Chapter 4 provides a summary of
recommendations and suggests measurable outcomes.
But first, it is necessary to explain why this is an important line of enquiry in the first place.

The anti-poverty case
The retail industry is the largest low-paying employer in the UK, employing around 1.5 million people in
low pay, compared to around 800,000 in ‘food and beverage service activities’ and around 650,000 in
the broad category of ‘education’.1 Two-thirds of low-paid retail workers are female, and the proportion
from a non-white ethnic background is higher than for the country as a whole. Of particular relevance is
that someone on low pay in the retail sector is more likely to be ‘stuck’ there ten years later, than
someone in low pay who starts out in another sector.2
The retail sector has a higher proportion of employees who live in households facing economic hardship
than in working households in general. That is not to say that everyone working in retail is in hardship: a
large proportion of the total, for example, are younger employees working part time while studying at
school or university. However, there is also another group who do find it hard to make ends meet: retail
employees in general are more likely to be in receipt of housing benefit (8%) than other employees (3%),
and also of Working Tax Credit (11% compared to 6%) and Child Tax Credit (15% compared to 10%).3
Taking eligibility for means-tested benefits as a proxy for economic hardship, therefore, suggests that
those interested in alleviating poverty would be well advised to focus on what is going on in this industry.
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The economic case
The retail sector also attracts the attention of economists tasked with exploring the potential to raise the
UK’s economic productivity – that is, the value of economic output produced for each hour worked (see
Box 2). Its sheer size means that even modest productivity improvements, if adopted across the industry,
can have a positive macroeconomic effect. The Government has long been concerned with how industrial
policy can help support higher economy-wide productivity, but the focus has tended to be on growing
the high-tech, finance and science-based sectors. The insight in this context is that focusing on large,
low-productivity sectors can also affect the macroeconomy by bringing up the average.
For example, a recent research report by the Institute for Public Policy Research showed how Britain’s
low-paid sectors have lower rates of productivity than their equivalents in other Western European
countries, such that if we were able to raise productivity levels among low-wage firms to the levels seen
elsewhere, the UK could close a third of its average productivity gap with Belgium, France, Germany and
the Netherlands (Thompson et al, 2016).
Box 2: What is productivity?
The word ‘productivity’ means different things to different people, depending on the context.
Fundamentally, it is a measure of efficiency: the output produced per unit of input. At a firm level, when
considering the wage bill, it is best thought of as the value produced (either profit or sales) per unit of
labour cost (either per person, or per person full-time equivalent or, more simply, per hour worked). At a
whole-country level the concept is essentially the same, but aggregated up to include (usually) all paid
work. So macroeconomic productivity is the whole of a country’s economic output divided either by the
number of people employed or by the number of hours worked.
It is therefore a mathematical truism that economic output, ie a country’s prosperity, is equal to
productivity multiplied by the number of people in work (or the numbers of hours worked). So for
example, a country that has high employment, but in low-productivity industries such as traditional, lowcapital-intensive agriculture, will be less affluent than one that has high employment in high-productivity
industries such as globally competitive pharmaceutical and financial services companies. To take another
example, a country that has a small number of people employed in high-tech industries and many others
unemployed is not necessarily more prosperous overall.
The concept of ‘productivity’ can also be applied to industry sectors, enabling comparisons between
different sectors or between the same sectors in different countries, but it is important to understand
the specific definition of productivity that is used, and consider whether it accurately reflects the point
that is being made. The productivity of the UK retail sector, for example, could equally be defined as
profits per person employed, or sales per hour worked; if it is the efficiency of the technological capital
that is more of interest, it could separately be defined as the sales per unit of capital for a fixed number of
man-hours. In this sense it can also be thought of as a ‘return on investment’.
There also exists a concept of ‘total factor productivity’ to describe the return – to a firm’s bottom line or
a country’s economy – from all the available inputs, to include capital, labour and any other relevant
factors depending on the question under consideration. These models tend to allow for interaction
between different input variables, and also enable the quantification of any wider spill-over effects.
Taking all this into account, it is important not only to ensure that the same definition of productivity is
used when making comparisons, but also to be clear which definition is being used. In this context we use
a conceptual definition of ‘value created (to the company, or the country, as appropriate) per hour
worked’. We use ‘per hour’, rather than ‘per person’, to have a direct conceptual link to hourly pay, and
avoid complicating the issue any further by internalising a measure of number of hours that any individual
works.
The reason why this is relevant to our discussion is that, in theory at least, productivity and pay are linked:
textbook analysis suggests people are paid in relation to the financial value they produce for their
employer. So if ways can be found to raise productivity, it will provide scope to allow wages to rise. In this
way, the concerns of policy macroeconomists, seeking to explore ways to raise productivity, are aligned
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with the concerns of social policy-makers, seeking sustainable ways to raise wages (see, for example,
Bivand, 2014).

The business case
The companies themselves are also interested in the link to productivity, although they usually think of it
at a firm level rather than across the industry as a whole. Raising the contribution from each team
member contributes directly to the bottom line by increasing the return on capital, and also creates an
environment where pay rises become more possible, helping to retain and motivate staff, which in turn
reduces turnover costs and supports higher performance.
There is also a more straightforward business imperative to focus on productivity: the intensely
competitive nature of the sector means that continual innovation is required just to stand still. The
industry itself emphasises this point: in a report by the British Retail Consortium (2016a), the trade body
explains how ‘intense competition’ and ‘greater price transparency’ have put downward pressure on
prices and profitability with net profitability ‘falling from 6–8 per cent of sales pre-2007 to 3–5 per cent
today’ across the industry as a whole. They go on to explain that part of the solution will be for ‘retailers
to seek further sources of productivity improvement’ and that while ‘a reduction in the number of jobs
seems inevitable [...] productivity will improve and increasing rates of pay will provide added impetus for
improving the quality and contribution of the remaining jobs in retail’.
It is important to note, however, that while the industry predicts job cuts as a consequence of a tough
competitive environment, this is a contested point. At the sector level, as technological advances blur
traditional delineations between retail, transportation and logistics, at the same time as consumer
disposable incomes continue their long-term rise, it is possible to make a case, at least in the abstract,
that the retail sector – broadly defined – has plenty of opportunities ahead of it, but that change is
inevitable as markets evolve.
Aside from the business imperative to continually innovate and change, our client work also suggests that
many larger companies in the sector are interested in issues relating to low pay for reputational reasons.
It is not good business to have a brand that incorporates any kind of suggestion that workers are not
treated well, that well-being among staff is an issue, or that effort is not rewarded. So if real ways can be
found to demonstrate action and progress in some of these areas in a manner that also supports the
demands of the business, there will be commensurate benefits in terms of brand reputation, as well as
directly on the motivation of team members.

What does ‘good’ look like?
Bringing all these strands together suggests that a certain amount of common cause between policymakers concerned with alleviating poverty, the economic case for raising national prosperity, and the
business incentives for change. It is not a perfect overlap: there might be particular concern among
policy-makers, for example, around the individuals affected by an overall shrinking of the retail workforce
– will the people affected be those who are already experiencing hardship, and will they find other jobs
elsewhere? Similarly, companies will have additional pressures linked to the overall business environment
and the priorities of their owners, which in turn will depend on many other factors specific to their
businesses.
But returning to the question ‘is it possible to raise the pay of front-line retail workers, in a way that
supports both their firms and also the wider economy?’, then this initial skim through the situation
suggests a tentative ‘yes’, with the key component being the need to raise productivity in the retail sector
(defined as the value per hour worked), which unlocks the potential to raise wages as well as profitability.
Box 3 attempts to summarise the discussion so far, isolating what ‘good’ looks like from the point of view
of each major group of stakeholders.
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Box 3: What does ‘good’ look like?
Higher output per hour worked: this is of interest to firms seeking to maximise value for given inputs,
and also to economists, since if applied across the industry, it would contribute to higher levels of
productivity. Innovation, broadly defined, is a key driver of higher output but ensuring high levels of staff
motivation and engagement is also important, as well as ensuring that individuals are able to maximise
their economic potential in the workplace for each hour that they spend there.
The key driver for policy-makers is that there should be higher take-home pay, particularly for those
in hardship, and also that where redundancies are made in the drive for higher productivity in the firm,
people who lose their jobs should find other work. This is also of relevance to the wider economy;
higher unemployment will be a drain on the economy as a whole.
However this discussion also raises questions, not least: how productivity improvements are to be
achieved; the extent to which any gains are shared between profit margins and pay; what it feels like to
individuals seeking to better their situation; and the related question of distributional effects, in particular
whether those who gain are the same people who are currently experiencing hardship.
The picture is also complicated by the fact that, because of its position as a low-wage employer, policy
has already intervened in the retail sector in the form of the minimum wage. This makes companies
price-takers in terms of the entry-level wages they pay, particularly in the light of the large increase in
the level of the minimum wage introduced for over-25s in 2016. The chain of logic is then reversed:
there is certainly a strong incentive for companies to raise firm productivity, but it becomes a reactive
step; not so much sharing the gains with their employees as compensating for rising labour costs that are
taken as given.
The scope for further improvements in the wages of the lowest paid may therefore be more limited,
particularly if promotion becomes less attractive, or less attainable, as a higher wage floor compresses the
traditional pay differentials in the first rungs of management. All colleagues will have to contribute
greater value as standard to justify their ‘enforced’ pay rise.
Combined with this are other structural reasons that prevent the high-productivity ‘prize’ from being
achieved in the retail sector. In customer-facing roles, for example, the concept of output per hour is
hard to quantify when the ‘output’ is the human quality of the interaction and the way that this affects
company reputation and brand, either by word of mouth or the number of stars awarded via an online
review. This is of very real value to the company if they perceive their ability to raise prices depends as
much on the brand association and ‘experience’ of buying as much as the spot price of the item in
question, but it means that the concept of productivity is harder to define at an individual level. It is a
world away from the traditional concept of shop-floor or conveyor-belt productivity, where the return
on investment of adding an extra human can be weighed up against other potential inputs.4
Conversely, even if ways are found for individual staff members to contribute more to company
profitability than they are currently being paid, it does not necessarily follow that pay will rise. The initial
rationale for the introduction of a minimum wage 20 years ago was that the lowest paid were receiving
less than their ‘marginal product’ to the companies that employed them; economic exploitation was
occurring. This provided the justification for policy intervention in the form of a wage floor. In the
absence of sector-specific minimum wages it is quite possible that companies would continue to choose
to pay people less than their value to the firm if productivity improvements raised that value above the
statutory minimum.
In practice, any benefits are likely to be shared: an exploration of the impact of training on productivity
and wages conducted by the Institute of Fiscal Studies, for example, found that around half the increase
in productivity from providing job-related training in low-wage industries was paid out in wage increases
(Dearden et al, 2005). In fact, given the cost of providing training, and the need for the company to justify
a return on that investment, it is unsurprising that gains would be shared.5 However, in this context the
larger question is not the extent to which gains from productivity improvements are shared between the
firm and their employees, but rather whether there are further gains to be made in the first place.
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A widespread literature review supported by the Joseph Rowntree Foundation in 2014 on the effects of
greater investment in high-performance working practices across the low-paying sector as a whole,
including investment in staff development and other employee-friendly human resource management
techniques, concluded that there is ‘compelling evidence to underpin the business case for more
organisations across the UK economy as a whole to adopt [these] practices’, but that this may ‘depend on
the foresight or quality of leadership and management in low-paying organisations’ (Philpott, 2014).
The following year we engaged in an internal exercise for a major corporate client to consider the
possible macroeconomic effects of a greater focus on pay progression for individuals in the retail sector.
As part of this we held private discussions with a dozen independent economists, both one-on-one and in
roundtable-style events. A consensus emerged that the retail sector at the moment is bifurcating in
response to consumer demand. Some companies are able to turn a profit by building a brand that is
entirely based around cost, with customers understanding that this may come at the expense of nonprice customer satisfaction. For these firms, it is harder to make the business case for an upfront staff
investment for as long as individuals are available to provide unskilled labour to undertake the manual
tasks that are required.
At the other end of the scale, however, there is a separate group of retailers who understand that
customers place value, to a certain extent at least, on their shopping experience as well as price, and that
this can be reflected in their brand values. Given that part of that shopping experience depends on a
human interaction with a staff member, this then provides a business incentive to seek to maximise the
contribution that that interaction can make to the customer’s perception of the company’s brand.
Understanding the link between a staff member’s smile and the company brand then creates a very
strong link between HR issues around job satisfaction, empowerment and motivation, and overall
company performance.
This ‘bifurcation’ analysis is challenged, however, by the US academic Zeynep Ton, who argues that retail
firms that pursue a ‘human-centred operations strategy’ and invest accordingly, rather than seeing labour
as a commodity cost to be minimised, can compete successfully and indeed expand (Ton, 2014). Key to
her argument is that low pay in itself brings substantial hidden costs to a business in the form of high staff
turnover and absence rates, operational inefficiency from team members not emotionally owning their
responsibilities, and poor customer service. Hence it may be possible to run a competitive retail company
through a staff-centred organisation that pays high wages and holds prices low, because such a company
can operate with lower, non-wage costs than a traditional discount-type outlet.
In the UK, a similar point is made by the campaign group the Living Wage Foundation: their Good jobs in
retail toolkit (2016), for example, sets out the group's ambition ‘to provide value for customers and
investors, while also creating jobs that are better paid, more stable and more meaningful for employees’.
In conclusion, therefore, it seems likely that there is scope for at least some, and possibly a high
proportion, of retail companies to improve their profitability by considering issues relating to the value
that is being contributed by their lowest-paid staff, and that the ability to do this is also of interest to a
wider group of policy-makers and opinion-formers.
What is lacking, however, is an understanding of how the attitudes and characteristics of low-paid staff
themselves can be used to help move the industry towards a higher-value outcome. In the next chapter
we draw together our new evidence around the structure of the low-paid retail workforce, both in terms
of its demographics and also how it varies by attitudinal characteristics, and in particular the trade-offs
that different groups are making in their working lives.
This helps to shed light on the likely supply-side response to any changes that companies might seek to
make, and also throws up in starker relief the distributional implications of change, with implications for
firms and policy-makers alike. The final two chapters then discuss the implications of this analysis and
make specific recommendations.
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2 The structure of the retail
workforce
This section draws on insights obtained from recent project work undertaken by Tooley Street Research
for a number of different commercial and charitable clients, to whom we extend our thanks. Where the
results are already published, we provide references as appropriate; where insights are obtained from
internal consultancy work, the results of the research are presented as case examples but the name of
the client is withheld.

Poverty and low pay are not the same thing
George Osborne’s post-election budget of June 2015 proposed to raise the minimum wage for over25s above the level considered by the Low Pay Commission as the market-clearing rate, and at the same
time to reduce the generosity of means-tested tax credits – a measure that was largely reversed later in
the year in the face of political opposition. This was presented as shifting the responsibility for ensuring
people had a decent income away from the taxpayer and onto low-paying industries themselves.
Implicit in the logic of Mr Osborne’s policy was an assumption that all those on low pay are in hardship,
and indeed that those who were in hardship were also on low pay. That this is not the case is
demonstrated by a simple comparison of, say, a postgraduate student working in retail for some
disposable cash during the vacations while living rent-free with parents, and someone who is a parent
themselves with lower qualifications working in retail and requiring top-up benefits to help pay the rent
(even if both people are the same age and command the same hourly rate of pay).
We explored this issue in greater depth through a project for the British Retail Consortium where we
conducted a cluster analysis of low-paid retail workers using data from the ONS ‘Understanding Society’
large-scale survey,6 and segmented them into groups so that individuals who shared the most
characteristics were in the same group (BRC, 2016b).
As with all of our work, we defined ‘low pay’ as an hourly rate of up to 20% above the (pre-2016)
minimum wage; this was designed to avoid the circular arguments that arise when a definition is used that
relates to the median, while capturing, broadly, the cohort of people between the pre-2016 national
minimum wage and the ‘Living Wage’ level advocated by the Living Wage Foundation campaign group.
We used the ‘Understanding Society’ data source because it enabled us to explore a large number of
attitudinal variables alongside standard demographic and financial characteristics.7
We found that, aside from whether an individual was a student, it was their age that was the strongest
determinant of which group they belonged in. Once the groups were separated out in this way, we
separately estimated the proportion of each group that was in receipt of means-tested benefits using
data from the ‘Family Resources Survey’.8 This showed that, if eligibility for means-tested benefits is
taken as a proxy for economic hardship, then we estimate that only a fifth of all retail workers are also in
hardship, although this proportion more than doubles for those in middle age. Table 1 summarises our
main results for this project.
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Table 1: Low-paid retail workers: a typology

Note: The 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 1.56m.
Source: ONS ‘Understanding Society’, ‘Family Resources Survey’ and Tooley Street Research analysis.

The conclusion to be drawn for policy-makers is that focusing simply on raising hourly pay rates
(important though that is) is a rather blunt instrument when considering the effect on poverty. A more
targeted approach would be to focus on those already in receipt of means-tested benefits. This is a
complex and controversial area for policy-makers, but one that has attracted some attention in the
context of the conditionality regime for Universal Credit. We will discuss the implications in more detail in
the next chapter, but for now we simply note that there are better measures of hardship than the hourly
rate of pay.

Relationship with work varies markedly with age
Having determined from a cluster analysis of low-paid retail workers that the leading explanatory variable
for an individual’s attitude to their job was a) whether they were a student, and b) for non-students, their
age, we then explored the other attitudinal variables in the same datasets, supplemented by a bespoke
poll, undertaken on our behalf by Survation as part of the same British Retail Consortium project, to
describe the characteristics of each group.9 Box 4 summarises these results.

9

Box 4: Key attitudinal characteristics of different segments of low-paid retail employees
Students (17.4%): likely to be working part time and living with parents. This group demonstrates a level
of pride in its work, yet considers its job to be temporary and has little long-term loyalty either to its
employer or to the retail industry as a whole.
Young and ambitious (22.5%): this group wants to get on: seven in ten members are keen to progress
their career and a similar proportion feels highly motivated to perform. They want more cash, both
through promotion and working more hours, but although they feel very qualified for promotion and
want to be in a different job in the next two years, they are also the ones most likely to say that they
don't know how to go about it.
Establishing (13.5%): this group is still ambitious, feeling overqualified for its job and needing the pay, but
also starting to feel competing pressures as family life becomes more important. The members of this
group are less optimistic about the possibility of promotion; many have tried and failed to achieve it.
Middle-aged (17.4%): motivations are changing for this group: this is the youngest point at which a slight
majority of members say they would be happy if they were still in their current job in two years’ time, with
levels of ambition falling sharply. Promotion becomes less attractive, possibly due to the perceived effect
on family life: four out of ten in this age group are worried about promotion for that reason. Looking at
attitudes to hours worked, this group segments further into two separate groups: one that wants more
hours in order to earn more money and another, who already work part time, who would turn down a
promotion if it meant working more hours.
Older workers (17.7%): this group of people feels the least valued by their employers, with the lowest
responses to the statements ‘my employer knows how skilled I am’ and ‘my employer knows about my
aims and aspirations’. Although around three-quarters of this group say that they can see improvements
that could be made at work, this group also gives the lowest response when asked if employers take their
ideas seriously. They are also the most likely to report that promotion isn't worth it.
Pensioner or nearly (11.3%): by a person's mid- to late 50s, the motivations for working change. Pay
and ambition become less important, yet motivation and satisfaction increase. People in this group are
the most highly motivated to give their best at work, confident that their employer recognises their skills.
They enjoy helping customers, predominately work part time, like the perks of the job, and are also proud
to say that they work in retail.
The main conclusion to be drawn from this segmentation is that different people want to work in
different ways at different stages of their lives. It is important to be clear at this point that we didn’t
explore the extent to which these general well-being findings differed from the national average, but we
nevertheless found strong results that are of relevance to companies seeking to get the best out of their
teams.
For example, Figure 1, taken from our polling results and looking in more detail at the relationship
between motivation and demographics, suggests that 18–24 year-olds, the over-55s, non-white and
single-parent employees feel particularly motivated to give their best at work, suggesting it is important
to ensure that this potential is fully utilised. Conversely, a particular focus on understanding more about
the motivational blockages experienced by middle-aged retail workers could be key to unlocking greater
capacity, as well as improving the well-being of those individuals.
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Figure 1: Age and motivation for low-paid retail workers: responding to the
statement ‘I feel motivated to give my best at work’

Note: represents the proportion of respondents who agree or strongly agree with the statement.

Younger people, in particular, don’t know where to go
for support
There are also conclusions to be drawn for policy-makers from these results, most notably that while
younger people are keen to progress their careers, many do not know how to go about it. When asked
whether they agree with the statement ‘this is not the job I want but it’s the only work I could find’,more
than half (54%) of 18–24 year-olds agree, and nearly half of those aged between 25 and 44 agree. After
the age of 45 the proportion of people saying this drops off considerably; however, 35% of those aged
55 or above agreed.
Similarly, while only one in four (24%) of retail employees taken as a whole agreed with the statement
that ‘I don’t know how to go about getting a promotion’, that figure rises to 42% for 18–24 year olds; for
workers aged 55 or over it fell to just 7%.
In 2014 we conducted qualitative research around perceived barriers to pay progression among low-paid
workers working in a variety of different types of job (CIPD, 2014). One of the insights was that the
perceived lack of information and opportunity was a source of considerable frustration, particularly for
some of the younger participants, as summarised by the quotations below:
I feel like I’m trapped here. I wish there was, like, somewhere I could progress to that’s less
boring, but they don’t offer anything, you know, any options to change roles or training or
anything.
Younger women group, Sheffield

You don’t know the different levels and you don’t know where you can find the information.
Nobody’s going to come and say ‘look at this, it tells you how you can get more money, how
you can get a better job’. You need to find it yourself or make a point of asking and asking
and asking.
Younger men group, Croydon
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The best way to raise wages is often to leave
Part of the solution for individuals concerned about how to raise their wages might be to look outside the
retail sector. The Chartered Institute of Personnel and Development (CIPD) in its January 2014 report
Making work pay asked questions around opportunities for training and progression of low-paid
employees from all sectors, finding them ‘not overly optimistic’ about their chances of earning more
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money with their existing employer. In contrast, 41% said getting a higher-paid job with another
employer would be the best chance of earning more money, and 30% said taking on a second job with
another employer would give the best prospects.
This fits with a large-scale analysis of the ONS ‘Understanding Society’ dataset that we conducted in
2014 to explore which variables were most associated with individuals being ‘stuck’ or ‘escaping’ low pay
(CIPD, 2014). We found that one of the factors statistically correlated with being ‘stuck’ in low pay for
more than ten years was simply working in a low-paid industry, defined as retail, hospitality or care. By
contrast, leaving a low-paid industry and moving into the public sector was correlated with ‘escaping’ low
pay. We also found something counterintuitive, namely that low-paid workers who had temporary jobs
were much less likely to be ‘stuck’ in low pay a decade later. This is an interesting result, given that shortterm contracts are often associated with labour market vulnerability, and might suggest either that being
forced to keep an eye on the next opportunity is a good discipline to improve conditions in the longer
term, or perhaps that those who already have more opportunities find it easier to obtain temporary jobs if
needed as a short-term fix.
Focusing more specifically on the retail sector, we found that retail employees who were in low pay were
more likely to be ‘stuck’ in low pay ten years later (24% compared to 19%) than low-paid staff generally.
Similarly, the likelihood of ‘escaping’ low pay was 37% for all low-paid employees, but only 31% for lowpaid staff in retail.11 It seems that for those wanting to progress their career from a low base, being in the
retail sector is an even worse starting place than elsewhere. An exception, however, is those starting out
in London, where low-paid retail employees are more likely to ‘escape’ low pay than those in other
sectors in London, perhaps indicating the particular role that retail jobs play in supporting younger people
to get their first work experience in the capital, or possibly the more dynamic nature of the London
labour market.
As part of a piece of unpublished scoping work undertaken in 2015, we conducted around two dozen
high-level interviews with senior individuals who were very familiar with the retail sector, and asked them
specific questions around the ‘role’ of retail in the wider political economy.12 We obtained a fairly
consistent view that retail jobs provide good entry-level jobs for young people, giving them life skills and
responsibility at an early stage that would then help them later on. There were also, particularly from
senior individuals in the sector itself, many individual examples offered of people who had started out
without tertiary qualifications on the shop floor and worked their way up to the professional, white-collar
strata of the company in question.
However the reality of the situation, as shown by our quantitative work, is that there are a large number
of individuals who would have been keen to progress to senior levels when starting out in retail, but found
that it was impossible for them; we will return to this issue in the recommendations chapter.
Before moving on, however, it is important to understand that there is a supply-side element to being
‘stuck’ in low pay: in our bespoke poll we asked respondents if they would be happy if they had the same
job two years from now. Table 2 demonstrates that younger people, joint earners, those with a degree,
and people in London and Scotland were less likely to agree. However older people, those working in
Wales and the Midlands with lower education levels, and second earners were more likely to agree.
There also appears to be a gender divide: while women didn’t as a whole express the view that they would
be happy if they were still in the same job in two years’ time, men were more likely to say that they would
not be happy.

12

Table 2: Responses to the statement ‘I’d be happy if I had the same job two years
from now’

Note: Represents 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.
Source: Survation low-paid retail workers survey, October 2015.

As we mentioned above, there is a strong age component to whether people agree with the statement
‘this is not the job I want, but it’s the only work I could find’. A significant proportion – more than two in
five (45%) of low-paid retail employees – agreed with the statement, with two in five (40%) employees
disagreeing and a further 16% neutral. However, 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 they are not doing the job they want to be doing
drops off considerably; however, 35% of those aged 55 or above agreed. Around half (49%) of men
agreed with the statement compared with 43% of women. Disturbingly, there was also some suggestion
that the jobs mismatch is greater for employees who identify themselves as from an ethnic minority
group: 58% of black and ethnic minority group employees feel that they are not in the job they want,
compared to 44% of white employees, although it is worth noting that the black and ethnic minority
group sample size was small, making this result less statistically robust.
As part of our qualitative work in 2014 we explored the options that people felt they had available to
them to increase their take-home pay. We found that the least difficult way for some people to take
more money home is to work more hours, do more jobs or work in the grey economy alongside formal
work.
However, these options were not available to all, and younger women felt particularly excluded from
these opportunities because of inflexible childcare options. Other ways of increasing pay were perceived
to be more difficult across the board. These include both the possibility of promotion with an existing
employer or getting a better-paid job elsewhere (CIPD, 2014).
Taking all this together, there are clear implications here around the opportunities (or lack of them) for
people who want to work part time to increase their take-home pay, as well as gaps in information about
how to progress from, or leave, a current job, that affect the smooth working of the market.

There is underused human potential in the low-paid
retail sector
Delving more deeply into the supply-side response opens up a whole new line of enquiry in discussions
around how to increase productivity. Raising productivity within a firm depends, by definition, on
individual staff members creating more value for their company for every unit of work that they do. This
can happen in a number of ways, for example through top-down investment in innovation, by becoming
more senior (so that their efforts have more of an impact on the firm), or through softer means inspired
by greater individual motivation.
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The extent to which this potential exists can be captured at the staff survey level with questions
regarding the extent of underemployment; that is, the extent to which individuals feel that they could
contribute more. However, there needs to be caution in the way that ‘underemployment’ is defined. In
this context, it does not mean the extent to which there is an unmet desire of many people simply to
work more hours in order to increase their pay. Instead we are interested in the ability to contribute
more in each hour that is worked.
It is also important to state that contributing more doesn’t necessarily mean working harder; it could
mean working differently, working smarter or contributing at a higher level of responsibility. It could also
mean stronger performance through higher levels of motivation: as we saw above, although two-thirds of
low-paid retail staff agree with the statement ‘I feel motivated to give my best at work’, a significant
minority (18%) disagree. Getting underneath the reasons for low levels of motivation from this group
should be the first port of call for managers seeking to raise performance through improved employee
well-being.
Despite reasonable levels of motivation across the sector, there is nevertheless strong evidence that
many individuals are working at a lower level than their perception of what they are capable of: 52% of
retail employees agree with the statement ‘I feel overqualified for the work that I do’ and 43% agree they
want promotion in order to earn more (compared to 40% who disagree). Conversely, a massive 75%
disagree with the statement ‘I haven’t got the necessary skills and education to get promoted’, and those
who agree with it were more likely to be current students who, by definition, feel that they need a higher
level of education.
There is also scope to involve staff more in innovating to improve business performance: our survey
showed that 72% agreed with the statement ‘when at work I often see ways things could be done better
for the business’ yet when those who agreed with the statement were asked whether they felt their ideas
for improvements were taken seriously, only 44% thought that they were.
It is important to distinguish between people identifying that they have higher economic potential than
they are contributing, and people who feel able to do something about it. One of the most important
insights from our work is that there are perceived trade-offs in the minds of the individuals themselves
between contributing more at work and other priorities in their working lives, in particular flexibility in
hours and the physical location of their work.
We asked low-paid retail workers to think about the reasons they work in retail and select the top three
factors that were important to them. The top reason by far was ‘working near where I live’ (54%) followed
by ‘flexibility in working hours’ (39%) and ‘the people I work with’ (37%), as shown in Figure 2.

14

Figure 2: Most important reasons for working in retail (top three factors requested)

That flexibility and location are important is one thing, but what is particularly relevant for us is that there
are perceived trade-offs between these aspects of people’s working lives and their appetite to contribute
more to the business. We asked a series of questions designed to explore these issues and obtained the
following insights:
•

65% agree with the statement: ‘I would take a job I was overqualified for, if it offered flexibility in my
hours’

•

more than half of part-time workers (54%) agreed that ‘I’d accept a promotion if I was offered it, but
only if I could keep my part-time status’

•

a majority of retail employees (56%) believe that people are less likely to be promoted if they work
part time

•

over half of low-paid retail employees (54%) agree with the statement: ‘I took this job because I need
flexibility around my other commitments’

Putting all this together, there appears to be a significant proportion of low-paid workers who value
forms of flexibility and control over their working hours to a higher degree than fulfilling their economic
potential at work, and are making choices around how they are participating in the labour market on that
basis.

There are two distinct cohorts: the ‘controlled hours’
group, and the ‘more hours’ group
It is important to understand that this finding of unused potential does not apply to all low-paid workers,
or even all part-time workers; merely it is an overriding consideration for an important segment of the
workforce. The survey question that seems to divide employees according to whether pay or flexibility is
most important is whether respondents agree with the statement ‘I want more hours in order to earn
more money’. We found 54% agreeing with this statement, and 33% disagreeing.
In fact, the best explanation we can postulate for the overall findings is the existence of two distinct
cohorts in the retail sector, one of which wants more hours and/or promotion to raise their earnings, and
another that values flexibility and convenience in working hours and location above pay, and is prepared
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to earn less than their market rate in order to achieve that. The case example in Box 5 describes this
two-cohort effect in more detail for one retail company with which we worked.
Box 5: Case example: two cohorts – controlled hours or more hours?
Over the course of 2015 we supported a major UK retail employer in surveying their staff to explore
their priorities in their working lives. The company’s incentive was to understand more about why senior
staff members were less likely to be women than entry-level staff.
We asked those on the lowest rung of pay how important it was to them to be able to work part time, on
a scale of 1–5. We found a clear polarisation of results with, for example, 31% stating it was ‘not at all
important’ but 28% stating it was ‘very important’. Women were more likely to say that working part time
is important than men (46% compared to 32%). People who were the primary carer for young children or
other dependents were much more likely (58%) to say that working part time was important compared to
people who were not primary carers (36%). At the same time, there was indication that most people
wanted more pay: whereas around 10% of all staff said that they did not regard ‘increasing my pay by
working more hours’ as important to them, 51% said it was ‘very important’.
We also asked front-line colleagues whether they agreed with the statement: ‘It is not possible to be a
[first-tier manager] and work part-time or flexible shifts’ and found that 43% of staff agreed with the
statement compared to 35% disagreeing. A further 65% agreed that ‘there would be more [staff]
interested in promotion if they knew they could work part-time or flexible shifts’ compared to 14%
disagreeing. Taking this together suggests that women in this firm were more likely to rule themselves
out of promotion because they wanted to preserve control over their working hours. The strategic
response was therefore to devise part-time progression routes that were actively promoted to staff who
valued flexibility and control over their working hours.
It is not the case that broad generalisations can be made around gender or caring responsibilities as to
the reasons why some people are seeking more hours and others more control over their hours. Our
polling of front-line retail workers showed that 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 among those in receipt of means-tested benefits, while part-time workers are keener
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 (63%) want increased hours than those elsewhere in
England (53%), employees in Wales are more likely (68%) to want more hours of work than those in
England (53%) or Scotland (55%).
There is, however, a trend by age, with older people being more likely to disagree that they want more
hours, as indicated by Figure 3.
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Figure 3: Responses to the statement ‘I want more hours to earn more money’

Health is a self-limiting factor
We asked low-paid retail workers about the relationship between their health and the fact they were
employed in the retail sector. We found a surprising result here – a massive one in five (19%) of retail
employees agrees with the statement ‘my personal health is such that this is the only job I felt
comfortable doing’, suggesting that self-perceptions of resilience are a major career-limiting factor for a
significant minority of people. We didn’t explore the nature of the health issues, or whether this result
was also obtained in other non-retail sectors, but given that this proportion is much higher than any
official measure of take-up of health-related disability benefits, there remains an important point to note
here that a large number of people seem to work in retail because they believe they would not be able to
cope in some way with a different type of job, and that this is due to reasons that are separate from their
family circumstances or other external commitments.
However, unlike attitudes towards wanting more hours, these self-perceptions of health do not correlate
with age. While a lesser proportion of 18–24 year-olds agree with the statement ‘my personal health is
such that this is the only job I felt comfortable doing’, 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
(compared to 18% of those aged 25–34).
For businesses seeking to increase the productive potential of their workforce, this suggests there are
delicate issues to be explored here around perceptions of capability and the status attached to working in
the industry.

Benefit recipients are not necessarily workshy
We also explored whether being in receipt of tax credits acted as a disincentive to seek an increase in
wages, given that there is a vocal public debate about whether the steep tapering of welfare benefits
creates a poverty trap at the margins. We found that nearly half (47%) of those on tax credits disagreed
with the statement ‘there's no point being paid more because I'd lose on tax credits and/or other state
benefits’, although there was also a significant minority of those on tax credits (39%) who agreed with the
statement.

Some people think promotion isn’t worth it
In much of the retail sector, it is common for the pay differential between team member and team
manager to be relatively small considering the differences in responsibility. 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
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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. Faced with losing benefits as well, tax
credit recipients are more likely to see the disadvantages of promotion as outweighing the benefits: 53%
of tax credit recipients agreed with the statement, compared with 44% of all employees.
This sense of promotion not being worth it also came out strongly in our qualitative research, not just
because of the pay, but the associated costs and disruption. The specific costs mentioned related to both
financial loss (for example from extra childcare, transport or benefits erosion) and other detriment (for
example greater pressure and stress, or less time available with family). The quotes below taken from our
focus groups are illustrative of the views expressed (CIPD, 2014).
I’d have to have, like, breakfast clubs, after-school clubs and the three year-old only gets
three hours a day paid nursery so I’d have to top that up. So with that and petrol and
parking, it just wouldn’t be worth it.
Younger women group, Sheffield

There’s a guy I used to work with. We both became supervisors and it’s just 50p extra (per
hour). The amount of work we had to do, nights, running the store, we had keys to the safe,
the office, everything. […] It ruins your stress.
Younger men group, Croydon

I think in the restaurant business, if you want to progress you’ve got to be able to drop your
life. Well within a big company anyway. […] While you’re training they might send you to
Leeds one day, or they might send you down to London the next day. You can’t really have a
life while you’re doing it, you can’t have children or anything.
Younger women group, Sheffield

They did ask me to be a supervisor at one point. I would like to do it, but I’m more of a
hands-on person, if that makes sense, and I enjoy that. So becoming a supervisor frightens
me. […] It sometimes happens, doesn’t it, the more you go up the less you enjoy it and I
worry about it being more pressured.
Older women group, Croydon

I could go all over the country with my work but I really don’t want to. I’m a family man so
when I go away for a week I’m on the phone every day to my baby and that, I miss him so. I
just can’t do it. I’ve tried it.
Older men group, Sheffield
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Box 6: Case example: promotion not seen as appealing
In 2014 we were asked to conduct internal consultancy work with a large retail company, to explore
attitudes and barriers to promotion.13 We found a common view among non-management staff across
the company, regardless of age, that progressing was ‘not worth it’, as the downsides were felt to
outweigh any positives. They spoke of the next-level-up role (typically section manager) as being more
stressful, with less security and more upheaval (eg more erratic shifts, needing to move sections or
branches, etc), all for not much more pay.
I don’t really think it would be worth the hassle to be honest. The section manager gets
quite a lot of stick for what they do… Mainly moaning from colleagues and customers. That’s
all you see them doing all day… I think that as well sometimes – is it worth the stress?
You can literally get moved to different departments if they need cover or they see it as
progressing. Your job’s not necessarily safe.
You could be moved anywhere, you might have to work at any time. You would have no
control over anything really.
There’s not much distinguishing the pay based on the job role. So it doesn't encourage
people to progress more. There’s no incentive really. People would want to progress more if
it was worth their while.
Line managers recognised these views, and spoke of a lack of incentives for staff to progress, and a
consequent lack of appetite for progression, particularly for better-paid employees, or those who were
restricted in the hours they could commit to. There were also mentions, by all levels of staff, of examples
of people who had stepped back down from promotions because they found their new roles too difficult
to sustain.
As a branch, we lack people who want progression. They're long standing, comfortable in
what they’re doing and actually there’s not a sufficient carrot that you can dangle for them
to want promotion. As an example, we advertised [management training] recently and we
only got 8 applications from 500 or so staff.
I’ve got a team member who’s been here a few years and is absolutely fantastic but he’s like
‘why do I want to take the next step for a little amount and take all that flak? Why should I
take that for 50p more an hour when I’m quite happy where I am?’.
We’ve had people who are very good but have taken the choice to step down because of
the pressure… the effect that it’s had on their health and personal lives.
This result is very challenging to the premise of our research question about whether it is possible to
raise the pay of staff in the interests of the company. It implies that there are serious structural barriers
to individuals taking the next step up, to be able to contribute more value to firms.

Perks are valued, but cash might be better for some
While rates of pay – particularly starter rates – in the retail sector are low, low-paid employees can be
eligible for a wide range of employee benefits. Asked about the benefits they received, the vast majority
of low-paid retail workers that we polled (84%) received staff discounts on products or services, and many
also benefited from an annual bonus, long-service awards and free car parking. Slightly fewer than one in
three (30%) employees say that they receive premiums for working unsocial hours, such as evenings or
Saturdays.
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
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counselling. Moreover, part-time workers appear to be benefiting less than their full-time counterparts.
While 43% of full-time workers said that they received an annual bonus, for example, only 31% of parttime workers did so. Worryingly, only 24% of black and ethnic minority group workers say that they
receive an annual bonus compared to 36% of white employees, while 23% of black and ethnic minority
group staff did not know whether or not they received one compared with 11% of white employees. As
previously mentioned, though, the black and ethnic minority group sample was quite small so this result
requires further examination.
The relatively good level of employee benefits that front-line retail employees receive compared with
their low 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.
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, among other factors. The proportion who would prefer cash rises to 57% among 18–24
year-olds, but falls to 35% among 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 of England who would prefer the cash. Across the UK, tax credit recipients were a little
more likely to want cash over perks (53%) compared to non-tax credit recipients (49%).
Considering these results in the round suggests that there may be a connection between wanting perks
in cash and being in cash hardship.

Conclusion
In this chapter we have reviewed the primary evidence around the structure and attitudes of low-paid
workers in the retail sector. The first, perhaps obvious, point is that it is wrong to think of retail
employees as one homogenous group. Policy-makers and campaigners seeking to alleviate poverty
should focus attention on individuals experiencing hardship in the retail sector, rather than simply those
on low pay. Having said that, it is important to find better ways for younger people who start out feeling
optimistic in the retail sector to channel that enthusiasm in a way that can bring results in terms of
increased pay. While younger workers are less likely to be in financial hardship, the fact that job
satisfaction decreases with age (at least until people’s mid- to late 50s), and that retail workers are more
likely to be ‘stuck’ in low pay than low-paid workers in other sectors, suggests staying in retail might not
be the best option for younger people. Yet our research also shows that younger workers are the least
sure about where to go for career support. Put this together, and it suggests that today's young retail
workers are tomorrow's recipients of means-tested, in-work support.
At all levels we found that there are strong structural barriers to increasing take-home pay. For some, the
hours are simply not available: they would like to work longer hours to get more pay, but cannot, perhaps
because their managers prefer the flexibility of keeping them on minimum-hours contracts. For others,
neither increasing their hours nor being promoted on flexible hours is seen as an option, due to other
constraints on their working lives and the perceived impossibility of part-time promotions, meaning that
there are effectively no routes open to them to increase their take-home pay. It is also worth noting in
this context that a surprisingly large minority of low-paid retail workers feel that there are limits to their
personal health such that they couldn’t take on a more demanding job, and there is also a sense that
promotion ‘isn’t worth it’ in terms of the extra hassle involved for a marginal increase in pay. Put this
together, and there is evidence of significant ‘underemployment’ in the retail sector; no wonder over half
of all low-paid workers report that they are overqualified for the work they do.
On the plus side, many people in the retail industry are nevertheless emotionally content and enjoy their
work, with many older workers being particularly motivated to perform well at their current level.
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In the next chapter we will bring these results together with the theoretical ‘good’ scenario outlined in
Chapter 1 to explore what the implications are for employers and policy-makers.
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3 Recommendations for employers
and policy-makers
In this chapter we bring together the insights gained so far, and compare them against the theoretical
‘good’ scenario laid out in Chapter 1. Table 3 attempts to provide a framework for this, by listing in the
first column the elements of a ‘good’ outcome as described in Chapter 1, and in the second column the
main blockages to achieving this, as drawn from the work we have undertaken with low-paid workers
themselves.

Table 3: Blockages to the ‘good’ outcome

Taking this in the round, it would seem that the priorities for attention to raise productivity and pay in the
retail sector are:
•

for employers, job redesign within the industry to lessen the perceived trade-offs between
opportunity and flexibility, going with the grain of the stated preferences of different types of
worker, so reducing enforced underemployment

•

for policy-makers, focused attention on the situation faced by those on means-tested benefits, to
alleviate poverty

•

for both, a greater understanding of the need to be more explicit around the progression journey of
the individual, with a particular focus on ensuring that young people who enter the industry on low
pay (excluding students, who are transient) are supported to make the progress they want, so as not
to find themselves in hardship in their middle years

In the sections that follow, we sketch out more detail around what this might mean in practice.
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Implications for employers
The opportunity for employers to raise productivity comes from grasping the challenge of re-thinking job
design, to empower their teams to use their talents to a greater extent in the workplace.
At first glance our recommendations might seem of particular relevance to larger companies, particularly
to the extent that traditional internal job markets within firms have been exposed as weak; indeed, our
recommendations around publishing data in order to focus the mind at board level are particularly aimed
at listed firms. However, our research drew on the views of employees across the board, so it is also
applicable to small and medium-sized companies, and might be of use to managers of smaller firms
seeking to understand how best to encourage their teams to ‘give their all’, with the aim of raising
performance.

What do staff want?
A very first step for employers should be to understand which of their team members value flexibility
over pay, who wants more shifts to earn more money, and who is content with the status quo. There is a
role for employers to ask explicitly who wants more hours and who would be interested in taking on
more responsibility to increase their pay rate and, for larger employers, to record the aggregate numbers
at a central level and track progress towards achieving these stated objectives among target groups.
Our evidence, both quantitative and qualitative, suggests that individuals find it hard to signal that they
want promotion and on what terms. Quite simply, this should be a standard question in routine
interactions with line management and, for larger companies, also in staff surveys. Given the long
opening hours and shift-based nature of retail work, it is eminently possible to design teams in a way that
takes fuller advantage of all the skills and preferences of the different people within them; the challenge
is to extract from the staff what it is that they would ideally want, and then design an appropriate solution.
The aspiration should be that staff no longer report that they are overqualified for the work that they do,
but rather feel that they are deploying all their capabilities at work. Staff who are deployed more at work
will, in the language of business, have higher productivity rates, and so be able to command higher rates
of pay.
Recommendation 1: employers should routinely ask staff what they want from their working hours,
and report the aggregate responses.

Restructure to break down barriers between entry-level and higherperforming staff
Effort is needed to break down the perception among individuals that they need to trade off promotion
against maintaining control over working hours. This is a structural issue that is particularly prevalent in
larger companies that employ entry-level workers on part-time or minimum-hours contracts, only
introducing salaried, and typically full-time, contracts for line managers and more senior positions. This
practice serves to widen the gulf between the working lives of front-line and in-store managerial
positions, making transitions between the two harder for people who are concerned about maintaining
control over their hours of work, leading to the underemployment that our research has uncovered.
It also creates an issue for managers around how to maintain pay differentials, particularly in an
environment where the minimum wage is rising. Where there is a need for entry-level workers to be
rewarded for greater responsibilities (for example, cashing up or being the key holder at the end of the
day), this is often only achieved through such miniscule increments in the hourly rate that, as our
evidence shows, it diminishes incentives to seek promotion.
The solution to both the issue of underemployment among those who want to control their hours and
promotion being seen as ‘not worth it’ is structural: job redesign is required, so that any one individual is
performing a variety of different tasks that straddle the current staff–management boundary. For those
that were previously underemployed on lower pay rates, this will provide the opportunity to raise those
rates as they will be contributing more to the firm. The working hours of individuals can then be
accommodated without prejudice to the level at which they are operating, because staff would already be
operating simultaneously at a number of different ‘levels’ in the previous, commoditised labour system.
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We know that this is possible because of the reported levels of underemployment among low-paid
workers: they are able to contribute more. Moreover, by increasing their average responsibility, this would
raise average performance – productivity – and so support higher rates of pay.
The aim, therefore, should be to create flatter, more stable structures conceptually similar to small family
businesses but within larger organisations, where individuals can contribute their full potential in a way
that supports the aims of their wider working lives, and be paid accordingly. Retailers, in turn, would be
able to rely on a much smaller cohort of flexible staff, each of whom contributes more, and genuinely
wants to work in that way.
Firms will need to invest capacity in understanding how job redesign can help them better achieve their
strategic aims. Key to success is supporting each individual to perform a greater number of team tasks
and to work across back- and front-of-house roles. This ‘bundle’ of team tasks would include those that
were previously allocated across line-management boundaries and would require different skills, not all of
which are customer-facing.

Introduce part-time career pathways of equal status to full-time ones
Sharing the skillsets more widely then makes it far more straightforward to have a variety of full-time,
part-time and fixed-shift options, because no one person will be as indispensable. With more shared
responsibilities, it will not be as necessary to have a full-time line manager simply to keep tabs on
underemployed, commoditised entry-level staff. Instead, the rotas can be organised depending on the
need of the teams: some staff will be able to work full-time to meet their financial requirements; others
can do essentially the same job as their full-time colleagues while keeping control over their hours, and
so meet their wider criteria for their working lives.
The same principles can then be applied higher up larger companies, with completely part-time
promotion tracks that run in parallel with the more traditional full-time versions.
Evidence from the professionalisation of other sectors, such as the security industry and early years’
education, suggests that adopting a modular approach where individuals understand which skills and work
experience are required in order to move up to the next level, rather than which working hours they
need to offer, can help to break down attitudinal barriers around working hours. Particular attention
should be paid to the first rung of the management ladder, to ensure that part-time or job-sharing roles
are normalised; this should be evidenced by staff surveys asking whether there is a trade-off between
obtaining a promotion and working part-time.
In retail, however, there is less experience of redesigning and professionalising entry-level jobs.
Accordingly, we also make a recommendation to government in the next section (Recommendation 7) to
map the available expertise and, by talking about the policy implications, seek to spread best practice and
widen the market for these types of service.
Alongside job redesign, firms can also champion their ability to provide part-time career routes,
publishing data as to what proportion of their management roles are controlled hours or part-time,
advertising all vacancies as open to flexible working rather than waiting for it to be requested, and giving
existing managers the opportunity to work fewer hours in the same role if they want to. Since our
evidence shows that because there is a large segment of the working population for whom this is an
overriding consideration, many of whom feel that they are working at a level beneath their capability,
firms of all sizes may find that by publicising their efforts in this regard they will attract the best talent.
Our evidence also suggests that firms starting out down this path should not be concerned by the effect
on their business; there exist other groups of workers who value more hours over flexibility: their
availability can be used to fill in shift gaps.
Firms will, however, need to be continuously alert to the existence of two separate cohorts of
underemployed people, so that they do not find themselves filling their new, flatter structures with fulltime people (given the demand that exists among many for more hours), and so unconsciously
discriminating against the potential that exists among the ‘controlled hours’ cohort that our research has
identified. For this reason, Recommendation 3 requires the publication of the ratio of part-time to fulltime advertised vacancies, to ensure opportunities are available for both in parallel.
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Recommendation 2: employers should explore job redesign that seeks to combine responsibilities
that were previously separated between entry-level and first-tier managers; this allows the pay rate
at the lowest rung to rise because the contribution to the firm from entry-level individuals will
have increased.
Recommendation 3: this redesign should have at its core the ability for all roles to be performed on
either a full-time or part-time basis, depending on the individual’s preference, with parallel modular
training routes of equal status in existence for both cohorts. To ensure that neither the ‘more
hours’ nor the ‘controlled hours’ groups are inadvertently discriminated against, larger firms should
publish the ratio of part-time to full-time advertised vacancies for all salary bands within the
organisation, along with the responses to staff survey questions asking if there is a trade-off to
obtaining a promotion and working part-time, and the proportion of management roles that are
less than full-time.

Understand what demographics mean for motivation
In addition, our segmentation analysis suggests:
•

students have low loyalty to their employer and do not consider that they will work there for long;
however, they also demonstrate pride in their job so are well suited to being a ‘top-up’ resource for
teams accommodating fixed-hours workers

•

younger adults (non-students) are ambitious and keen to progress, although they often do not know
how to go about it. It is important to ensure that this ambition is harnessed effectively. In some cases
it will be in the interest of individuals to leave retail (see below), but where this is not the case, there
needs to be close mentoring and career planning to ensure that people have the information they
need to maximise the effectiveness of this crucial life stage

•

retail workers aged 25–45 are the most likely to face competing pressures between home and work;
the challenge for productivity levels is to ensure that their employer’s response doesn’t make them
feel they are forced to choose between fulfilling their potential in both spheres. A particular
managerial focus is required on the emotional needs of middle-aged workers – some of whom may
want more hours, while others may simply have a desire to feel that their experience is valued – in
order to foster pride and combat the fall-off in levels of job satisfaction. Given that older employees
do feel greater levels of motivation, understanding the nature of the transition in attitudes at this
stage of life might help to shorten the period of relative disengagement by middle-aged workers, and
also enable them to contribute to a greater extent as they move into the older category

•

there may be a greater mismatch between the motivations and opportunities available for non-white
employees than for other ethnic groups. Although our sample size here was small, the indication
(Figure 1) that black and ethnic minority group workers demonstrate higher levels of motivation, but
also report that they are least happy with their current job, fits with other research in this area
(Brynin and Longhi, 2015). Harnessing the commitment of this group to a greater extent could make
a positive contribution to the business

•

there needs to be greater openness about the self-perceived health needs of individual employees. If
one in five believes their health situation constrains their ability to achieve their full potential, to what
extent is this understood and reflected in HR policies? This requires further exploration, to
understand more about what people are trying to say and the links, if any, to self-esteem. On the
face of it, it suggests that companies might benefit from exploring how this general result manifests
itself within their organisations, with a view to introducing specific health-related assistance
programmes designed to provide the support needed for individuals to contribute more

•

there is an opportunity to harness the higher levels of job satisfaction of the oldest group, not only
to mentor younger-age groups, but also to work in customer-facing roles.

25

Of course, these are average results, and the aims and attitudes of any one individual will vary. However,
there seem to be insights here that are of use to employers seeking to maximise the contributions of
their teams.
Recommendation 4: to aid the building of effective, stable teams, managers should seek to
understand the relationship between an individual’s motivation at work and their wider aims for
their working lives. To this end, our analysis of trends among different demographic groups is
useful as a starting point.

Give the cash value of perks to those who want it
Finally, there is another more tangible area where action is required, namely around the desirability of
retail employers offering perks to their employees. Our research suggests that while they are highly
valued by many staff members, for some the option of having the cash value to the company of the perks
(even though this is less than the retail value of the items in question) is more attractive, possibly because
they can therefore use the cash to meet their own needs which may not be the same as the benefit in
kind that is being offered. As an anti-poverty measure, we therefore recommend that staff members be
given the choice, so that individuals can self-select the option that is more useful to them depending on
their individual circumstances.
We also found that some perks – such as an annual bonus – were less widespread among part-time staff.
Without prejudice to whether it is right for firms to pay bonuses at all, there seems little rationale in
restricting them to one category of worker, particularly given our recommendations around the need for
parity between full-time and part-time career paths.
Recommendation 5: as an anti-poverty measure, employers of all sizes should offer staff a choice
between perks of the job and their cash value to the company, even if this is less than the retail
value. In addition, the availability of perks should not discriminate between full-time and part-time
staff.

Implications for government
The main implication of our work for government is the need to focus attention on raising the pay of
those in economic hardship, working in partnership with the industry where required. We suggest that
government can justify an intervention not just on anti-poverty grounds, that it would help raise the pay
of the most vulnerable, nor even on economic grounds, that it would support increases in productivity (as
we outlined in Chapter 1), but also because it would reduce taxpayer expenditure on means-tested, inwork benefits. There is also a role to champion best practice in the sector, and to require publication of
the key firm-wide metrics that will spur change, particularly in larger companies.
Our research has identified a number of barriers faced by individuals seeking to raise their take-home pay
in the retail sector. Some are industry-specific, such as the increased likelihood of being ‘stuck’ here
compared to elsewhere; others are more generic, such as the perceived trade-off between flexibility and
promotion among part-time workers, the strong self-perception among many that their own health
circumstances prevent them from working more, and also a sense of a lack of knowledge as to how to go
about achieving a promotion.
The previous section has suggested some structural solutions on the demand side that are best addressed
by the industry itself. On the supply side, the subjective nature of the barriers to pay progression
suggests that they are best addressed by personalised solutions designed to support individuals
themselves to improve their overall circumstances. This recommendation goes wider than the retail
sector in places, but is informed by our work in this area.

Universal Credit recipients should be referred to career advice on how
to get a higher-paid job
Some of the relevant policy work has already been done by government under the guise of Universal
Credit conditionality pilots, where individuals are incentivised through the threat of having in-work
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benefits removed to demonstrate that they are seeking to increase their take-home pay. Some of these
pilots have been quite widespread, but have not yet been rolled out fully. The recommendations that
follow explore how Universal Credit in-work conditionality could be introduced across the board, given
what we now know about the structure of the retail sector.
In a nutshell, we recommend large-scale referrals of individuals in receipt of tax credits to personalised
advice services aimed at supporting them into higher-paid jobs, either at their current or a different
employer, or if it is appropriate, through self-employment.
There is a question about the level at which this occurs: whether it is provided or commissioned through
the DWP JobCentre Plus network; commissioned depending on need at local authority or sub-regional
level; or if a sectoral solution is the most appropriate.14 Individuals may be recruited based on the location
of their home – a small-scale example of this is provided in Box 7 – but there may also be merit in a
sectoral approach where advisors, for example, who have particular expertise in the retail sector, are
paired up with low-paid individuals in that industry to explore whether there are opportunities to increase
their pay with their current employer, or whether it would be better to move companies or sectors. Given
that, in addition to the individual, the taxpayer is also set to gain from reduced benefit payments, there
may also be scope to explore payment-by-results type mechanisms through standard contracting with
third parties or using a social impact bond structure.
The answer to that question should be determined by what is most effective. The most important
consideration is that the support should be provided by organisation(s) that not only have good
knowledge of the local labour market for both full-time and part-time work, and relevant sectoral
understanding, but also demonstrable experience of the nature of personal barriers that may prevent an
individual from seeking better-paid work, and practical knowledge of how these barriers can be
overcome.
And, since this recommendation is an immediate anti-poverty measure, it needs to be linked to the tax
credit system in some way. At its most fundamental, the Government knows which individuals are
working, but in economic hardship, because it has access to tax credit records; the task is to use this
information to target interventions designed to raise income.
Box 7: Case example: individualised support for in-work career progression
The charity Timewise Foundation, working in partnership with a housing association, provided
personalised support for 32 housing association residents who wanted to progress into better jobs in
early 2016. At the end of the six-month intervention period, eight individuals had moved into better-paid
jobs with an average full-time equivalent annual salary of £20,300, representing an average annual
increase per household of £7,345. The average hours worked per week was 31. Four of the individuals
chose full-time jobs, but all of them had some flexibility.
There is a second question around the principle of conditionality. Government policy implies that there is
a ‘stick’ at work, in the form of the threat of removing benefits for non-engagement with the
programme, as well as the ‘carrot’ of higher take-home pay. Our evidence from the retail sector suggests
that most people in economic hardship would welcome a way to increase their pay if it did not jeopardise
the other aspects of their working lives, suggesting that at least while different approaches are being
trialled, there could be enough to work with before considering whether sanctions are needed.
There is an important and related point here about the high levels of satisfaction reported by many, but
not all, people who earn consistently low wages. The first point to make is that employers should not
presume that staff members on low pay are satisfied: they should ask what people actually want. While
our research suggests that those on tax credits in general display other characteristics that suggest they
are not satisfied with their working arrangements, there is another more politicised question about the
correct policy response for those who report that they are satisfied. As a starting point, we recommend
working with those who welcome more support and learn the lessons of what works, before considering
the implications for individuals in receipt of taxpayer support who are more resistant to change.
Recommendation 6: the Government should target tax credit recipients with personalised support
on how to improve their position in a way that supports the wider aims for their working lives.
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Part-time progression should become a government policy aim
Following on from the recommendations to employers in the previous section, there is a corresponding
role for government to help move the market towards the ‘good’ scenario of less underemployment in
the sector. Part of this is through mapping and sharing best practice, and championing effective models
of job redesign across the industry. To the extent that greater understanding is required on how to
achieve change within an organisation, there could be a role for some of the apprenticeship levy to be
made available to organisations seeking to raise skills in this area.
There is also a role in requiring publication of the key metrics that will focus minds towards achieving
change. As outlined in Recommendations 1 and 3 above, we suggest that the key metrics of the working
hours that staff want, the ratio of part-time to full-time vacancies at all salary levels, the proportion of
management roles that are less than full-time, and staff perceptions of trade-offs between controlled
hours and promotion, should be reported by larger companies. In addition, there is a role for government
to publish economy-wide data of relevance as we outline in Table 4 in Chapter 4 of this report. All of
these ‘softer’ ways in which government can spur change are summarised in Recommendation 7.
Recommendation 7: the Government should publish a white paper on spurring part-time
progression routes, including the role for public policy to speed up implementation; this should
include mapping the available expertise around job design, making resources available to spread
best practice and mandating the publication of key metrics including those specified in this list of
recommendations.

The behavioural responses to having preschool childcare free at the
point of use should be explored
Given the strong relationship in the data between having preschool children, working part-time, and
being in the ‘stuck’ category in terms of pay, our analysis also supports a need for government to
continue focusing on rolling out free preschool childcare provision. At present, all three and four yearolds, regardless of family background, are entitled to 15 hours’ free childcare per week, with two yearolds from lower-income households also entitled to 15 free hours. Although tax credits and tax
deductions are available to offset the cost of childcare for working parents who work longer hours, our
qualitative evidence suggests that this does not have the same behavioural effect as if the childcare were
free at the point of use.
We therefore suggest that government should explore the differences in parents’ responses if a full 35–
40 hours of free or heavily-subsidised childcare were available for preschoolers, as opposed to providing
mechanisms for the costs of such support to be claimed back through the tax and benefit system, and
how this varies by, and influences, household incomes. If it transpires that free childcare at the point of
use has a positive effect on household incomes for those on the lowest wages, by encouraging more
hours of work to be supplied, it may prove cost-effective overall for the taxpayer for this to simply be
provided, although care will need to be taken to ensure that any means-tested element does not create
additional poverty traps if it tapers off with rising incomes.
Recommendation 8: the Government should explore if free preschool childcare at the point of use
for over 15 hours a week has a higher take-up than if it is reimbursed later through the tax and
benefit system.

Implications for employers and government
Our research has picked up a strong desire among younger employees, particularly non-students, for
bespoke career advice and signposting, including, but not limited to, opportunities in the employee's
current company or in the retail sector as a whole.
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Young people starting their careers in retail need bespoke support
The industry could therefore work collectively with outside partners to set up a scheme designed for
people starting out in the retail sector to provide bespoke individual career advice and mentoring support
to ensure they get on a path – regardless of industry sector – that meets their ambitions in their
twenties, and champion it as proof of the important role that the retail sector plays in providing nongraduates with a good start to their working lives. While predominately aimed at younger employees, it
could also be available to all staff who want advice as to how to progress their careers regardless of life
stage, and indeed it may prove a useful part of the offer to those on tax credits who are referred to an
in-work progression conditionality regime.
This would work for the industry by providing tangible proof that by starting out in retail, individuals get a
helping hand early in their careers wherever they may lead, which could aid the recruitment of nongraduate talent and the development of talent pipelines within the organisation. It would work against the
tendency of low-paid retail workers to be ‘stuck’ to a greater extent than in other sectors; it would
prevent individuals from being unable fully to use their skills due to flat progression structures in the
industry; and, crucially, it would provide the knowledge that individuals need to progress their careers
precisely at the time when they need it the most.
The key part of this is that because such a large proportion of retail workers are young, the industry itself
has a responsibility to ensure that it can help to guide those people just starting out onto a path that best
serves them. Our research shows that non-graduates starting out in the retail sector because it’s the only
work they can find lack knowledge as to the options available to them to make a good start to their
career, but are nevertheless ambitious; this should be of concern to policy-makers, given the likely
trajectory of people who start in low pay in this sector that our research has highlighted.
Because there is both a public policy and an industry benefit from working in this way, this is likely to
require partnership working, possibly in conjunction with the National Careers Service. We recommend
that multiple channels are used to target advice to this cohort, whether via employers or also direct from
the Government, using PAYE data to identify the relevant individuals. This latter approach may need
supporting changes of legislation due to data protection requirements; we recommend that this be
pursued.
There is some overlap here with Recommendation 6 above, in that it is about providing personalised
support to individuals in lower pay. Indeed, there have already been calls for a single initiative – a National
Careers Advancement Service – that is government-funded and runs in partnership with the Jobcentre
Plus network, and is aligned with the roll-out of Universal Credit (see, for example, Learning and Work
Institute, 2015; Stewart and Bivand, 2016).
We, however, see that these are two separate initiatives. The support for those already in hardship and
receiving Universal Credit should work across industry sectors, but we see a particular and separate need
for younger people in retail – particularly the under-25s – who may not be tax credit recipients, but who
need targeted support to provide tangible choices for their future career at the time in their lives when
they are most motivated to action them. It would also be an attempt to intervene in preventing them
getting to the stage where they require taxpayer funded in-work support, and possible conditionality and
the threat of sanctions to spur change. In this way, an entry-level job in retail really can be a stepping
stone to a fulfilled future career.
Recommendation 9: the National Careers Service, working in partnership with the retail industry,
should proactively seek to advise people starting work in retail on how best to achieve their aims
and aspirations for their working lives, regardless of whether that means continuing to work in the
sector. This should start with prioritising the under-25s regardless of tax credit entitlement, but
should be available to anyone working in the sector, including as part of a Universal Credit
conditionality programme.
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Working in retail needs a better career structure, starting from the
lowest rung
Government and industry also have a role to work together to support the professionalisation of entrylevel jobs in the retail (and other low-paid) sectors, possibly acting through a reinvigorated National Skills
Academy for Retail. As mentioned above in the section on creating well-defined progression routes, a
model could be the security guard industry, where professionalisation has been spurred by industry-wide
training modules and licensing arrangements that give transferable qualifications that staff can use.
Another model could be the qualifications required for non-graduate, entry-level jobs in early years’
education and other forms of teaching, which, again, are nationally recognised and fully transferable
between employers.
At its heart this would mean greater standardisation throughout the industry of the training that is
required for entry-level and higher-level jobs. It would raise the status of entry-level jobs, and increase
the commitment of individuals to their employer, as well as giving ways for individuals to signal their
commitment and skill levels in isolation to any concerns over their working hours.
At present there is a heavy, company-specific component to school-leaver apprenticeship schemes that
may or may not include externally recognised qualifications. If the industry as a whole were able to
achieve consensus as to training modules that are required at each level, it would enable the labour
market within the sector to work more efficiently: individuals could demonstrate to a potential new
employer that they possessed transferable skills; progression routes would be clearer for workers of all
ages and backgrounds; and the status associated with entry-level retail working would be heightened, as
individuals would be able to demonstrate that they were qualified for the job. Moreover, the commitment
and performance levels of individuals would be increased, which would also be of benefit to employers.
Recommendation 10: entry-level jobs in retail should be professionalised with modular
qualifications linked to progression routes that are recognised across the industry.
In the final chapter we summarise these recommendations and suggest metrics that could be used to
monitor progress.
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4 Summary of recommendations
and suggested metrics
By way of a summary, we present here the list of recommendations, and suggested outputs and metrics
for consideration by firms and government.
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Table 4: Recommendations and metrics
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Notes
1.

Our work uses a definition of low pay as an hourly rate of up to 20% above the (pre-2016)
minimum wage. This is designed to avoid the circular arguments that arise when a definition is used
that relates to the median, while capturing, broadly, the cohort of people between the pre-2016
national minimum wage and the ‘Living Wage’ level advocated by the Living Wage Foundation.

2.

Tooley Street Research internal analysis, using the same methodology as CIPD (2014).

3.

Tooley Street Research analysis using ONS ‘Family Resources Survey’ data from 2013–14.

4.

Similar issues of measurement arise in taxpayer-funded sectors such as health and education where
the client (the Government) is different from the customer (recipients of the support), and so
quantification of 'productivity' cannot be linked in an easy way to financial consideration.

5.

However, that part of the additional profit that does not go to wages might still produce positive
longer-term effects on GDP. Additional profits may be spent by firms directly on investment.
Alternatively, payment of higher dividends to shareholders is likely, other things being equal, to
result in an increase in firm value and therefore investment capacity.

6.

https://www.understandingsociety.ac.uk

7.

We explored 47 different variables in total, encompassing demographics, household composition,
personal health and psychological well-being, education, attitude towards work and intentions
regarding work, work history and the retail worker’s financial position in the household.

8.

https://www.gov.uk/government/collections/family-resources-survey--2

9.

We worked with Survation to conduct online polling of 1,031 people earning an hourly rate of up to
20% above the minimum wage, or less than £8.05 per hour, in the retail sector from October 6–20,
2015. A full write-up is available at BRC (2016b). The raw data tables are published at
http://survation.com/wp-content/uploads/2016/07/Low-paid-retail-workers-survey.pdf [Accessed
18 October 2016].

10. We completed four focus groups in Croydon and Sheffield in late August and early September
2014. All respondents were employees who work at least 16 hours a week and earn less than 20%
above the minimum wage, equating to an hourly wage of no more than £7.57 before tax.

11. Tooley Street Research analysis using the same methodology as CIPD (2014), but focusing solely
on the experience of individuals starting on low pay in the retail sector.

12. Mainly board-level practitioners, but also policy-makers, academics or campaigners with an interest
in retail.

13. A total of eight focus groups were held in late 2014 across five different sites in England: four with
low-paid staff, two with staff who had progressed their pay and two with line managers. Some of the
groups were split by age and gender, while others were mixed. In all sessions both full-time and
part-time workers (over 16 hours) were represented.

14. JRF, for example, in their anti-poverty strategy (2016) recommends that devolved administrations,
local authorities, mayoral authorities and LEPs ‘negotiate with DWP to develop structured trials of
different service offers and different forms of delivery to support in-work progression’.
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