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Introduction 

In recent decades, the retail sector has undergone significant transformation. Due to deregulation of 
foreign investment, competition/monopoly policy, and land use policy, alongside broader neoliberal 
reforms affecting consumer markets and trade, large retailers have managed to consolidate their power 
and expand globally. While small retailers still dominate in many parts of the world, transnational 
corporations are taking over larger shares of the market. As large companies seek to increase profits, 
they have reduced the risks of investment by subcontracting and franchising. These trends have 
impacted smaller firms, as well as suppliers, consumers and employees.  

 
The changes in the retail sector have developed alongside larger labor market trends, where employers 
are attempting to shift the risks of employment onto workers by adopting “flexible” work practices. This 
includes decreasing the number of full-time jobs, and increasing part-time, temporary, and on-call work. 
More retail workers have become “precarious workers” with little job security, low wages and not enough 
hours of work. The global economic crisis allowed employers space to intensify their move toward flexible 
and low-road employment practices. The rise of precarious work was not born of the crisis, but 
accelerated an existing trend.1  
  
Unions must find ways to address these trends in the retail industry and organize precarious workers. 
While union density has fallen in many countries, there are small spots of hope among unions who are 
adapting to the current environment.  

Importance of Retail in the World Economy 

Retail is one of the largest sectors in many national economies. Countries differ in how they define the 
industry, but according to the ILO, “retail is universally understood as the final step in the distribution 
process, in which retailers are organized to sell merchandise in small quantities to the public.” This differs 
from wholesale trade, where firms sell to other firms.2  
The retail industry accounts for over US$15 trillion in global revenue, and is expected to maintain strong 
growth.3 The industry is very diverse, with small retailers still prevalent in developing countries, but 
increasingly, large firms are dominating. The consultant firm Deloitte estimates that the world’s largest 
250 retailers had a sales-weighted, currency-adjusted retail revenue of US $4.3 trillion in 2011, up 5.1 
percent from 2010.  This means that the top 250 firms accounted for approximately 40 percent of retail 
revenue in 2011. The average top retailer had revenue of $17 billion in 2011.  
 
The industry is highly globalized, with large retailers operating in almost every country. The top 250 
retailers are based in all regions (though dominated by European and U.S. firms). While the industry has 
seen the largest growth in the least developed economies, the bulk of goods are still sold in Europe and 
North America. According to the ILO, 60 percent of goods are sold in these two regions although they 
account for only one-fifth of the global population.4 
 
While small stores are still prominent in some regions, the industry is increasingly concentrated, as large 
corporations have bought smaller companies and retail chains have replaced small independent stores.5 
Table 1 shows that the Top 10 retailers alone account for 29 percent of total retail revenue. Walmart 
continues to dominate the industry, with 2011 revenue almost four times greater than the second largest 
firm, Carrefour. Industry analysts state that the industry will continue to experience growth and 
concentration. Mergers and acquisitions continue to be an important trend, particularly in Latin America, 
and the largest firms are increasingly offering multiple formats (hypermarkets, supercenters and smaller 
stores). The companies new to the Top 250 list in 2011 were primarily spin-offs from parent companies, 
including Dia (a spin-off from Carrefour), and E-MART (a South Korean spin off). 
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Table 1: The Top 10 Largest Retailers (2011) 
 
Company Country of 

origin 
Retail 
revenue  
(US$mil) 

Retail 
revenue  
growth 

Net profit 
margin 

Return 
on 
assets 

# of 
countries 
of 
operation 

% retail 
revenue  
from foreign 
operations 

Wal-Mart  U.S.  446,950  6.0% 3.7% 8.5% 28  28.4%
Carrefour France 113,197 -9.80% 0.50% 0.80% 33 56.70%
Tesco U.K. 101,574 5.80% 4.40% 5.50% 13 34.50%
Metro Germany 92,905 -0.80% 1.10% 2.20% 33 61.10%
Kroger U.S. 90,374 10.00% 0.70% 2.50% 1 0.00%
Costco U.S. 88,915 14.10% 1.70% 5.80% 9 27.00%
Schwarz Germany 87,841 5.80% n/a n/a 26 55.80%
Aldi Germany 73,375 3.70% n/a n/a 17 57.10%
Walgreen U.S.  72,184 7.10% 3.80% 9.90% 2 1.50%
The Home 
Depot 

U.S.  
70,395 3.50% 5.50% 9.60% 5 11.40%

Top 10*  1,237,710 4.40% 2.90% 6.20% 16.7** 32.90%
Top 250*  4,271,171 5.10% 3.80% 5.90% 9.0** 23.80%
Top 10 
share of 
Top 250  29.0%  
Source: Deloitte 2013. 
 
Increasing industry concentration has resulted in a few companies controlling large market share in many 
countries. For example, the top five retailers dominate 88 percent of food sales in Sweden, 85 percent in 
Denmark, and 84 percent in Finland; the top four supermarket chains control two-thirds of grocery retail in 
the UK; and the four largest discount stores control just over 86 percent of the market in Korea.6 
 
Retail employment often accounts for about 10 to 15 percent of total country employment, on average, 
though this is difficult to measure in countries with large informal sectors.7  Approximately 142 million 
people were employed in the retail sector in 82 countries, including China and India, based on data for 
the most recent year available.8  
Retail also accounts for a significant share of GDP in many countries, from 8 percent in the U.S., to 14 
percent in India.9 Retail and wholesale trade is the third largest economic sector in Germany, accounting 
for 9.4 percent of total gross value added.10 Some countries have seen growth in the importance of retail 
in relation to the economy, but that trend does not hold everywhere. For example, in Australia, the total 
volume of sales revenue has increased, but the industry comprised 5 percent of GDP in 1996-97, and 
only 4.1 percent of GDP by 2009-2010.11  
 
The industry has grown and changed in part because large retailers based in wealthy countries have 
reached some level of domestic market saturation, and industry consolidation provides greater capacity 
for global expansion. But equally important are policy changes that have allowed this transformation to 
occur – in particular, liberalization policies in emerging markets, often enacted in concert with IMF 
assistance.  There are a variety of regulations that impact retail - from competition and zoning laws, to 
restrictions on foreign direct investment.12 For example, south-east Asia was dominated by local retailers 
for much of the 20th century, but as a result of the Asian financial crisis, Indonesia agreed to liberalize 
their retail and consumer policies in 1998 as a condition for IMF assistance. Around the same time, 
Malaysia and Thailand both loosened regulations regarding mergers and acquisitions and joint 
ventures.13 Some of these countries have since taken steps to reregulate retail in defense of small local 
business, but other countries, such as India, are still in the process of deregulation, making it easier for 
foreign-owned retailers to enter the country. 
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Impact of Global Economic Crisis 

The industry faced a serious decline in the midst of the global economic crisis, but began to rebound in 
2010 – although this has happened unevenly across and within countries. Retail has recovered at a 
modest pace in the U.S., but is limited to some degree by shaky investor confidence, persistent 
unemployment and underemployment, and slow growth in Europe. The EU has been experiencing a euro 
crisis and austerity measures for several years, alongside high unemployment and underemployment in 
some countries. However, most measures for 2011 showed modest overall growth for the industry 
globally and the Top 250 firms had a composite 3.8 percent net profit margin.14 
 
Still, retailers are focused on growth, and “emerging markets” are the source of the fastest revenue 
growth. The average top 250 retailer has operations in nine countries, and almost a quarter of their 2011 
revenue came from foreign operations. Global expansion is particularly important in retail, as the large 
established domestic markets have less room for growth and consumers are highly price sensitive. 
Therefore, retailers are eager to capture a growing middle class and young population of shoppers in 
Latin America, Asia, Africa/Middle East, and Central Europe. In 2011 retail revenue growth was only 3.4 
percent in the EU and 6.3 percent in the U.S., but 29 percent in Africa/Middle East, and 21.3 percent in 
Latin America.  Deloitte states that there is “somewhat greater pricing flexibility” in these regions, allowing 
for above-average profitability.  
 
Because retailers believe they cannot raise prices in many markets, they have sought other ways to cut 
costs. Although there is high concentration in the industry, the firms are highly competitive, paying close 
attention to prices offered in other stores but also on-line and in emerging markets. Retailers look to 
maintain profit margins over their competitors through innovative tactics and close supervision of supply 
chains, inventory and employees.  While manufacturers used to play the dominant role in many supply 
chains, this relationship has changed as individual retailers gained market share and power. This has 
allowed a large retailer to dictate the terms of a supplier contract, in a “buyer-driven” supply chain.  The 
transformation has also changed the relations between different firms, and in some countries, reduced 
the role of wholesalers. For example, Walmart now buys many of its products directly from small 
producers, including farmers. This may seem to come with advantages, such as potentially higher profits, 
but in reality, the relationship brings many problems for suppliers. One study noted, “Direct 
procurement… exposes small-scale producers to the exigencies of domestic and international 
supermarket chains, such as requirements to refrigerate shipments to minimize spoilage and commercial 
accounting practices which pay suppliers seven to 45 days after delivery.” 15   Large retailers might 
purchase a major share of the supplier’s products, and therefore have the power to unilaterally lower the 
prices paid, as well as pass on packaging and shipping costs onto the producers. Walmart, for example, 
holds suppliers financially responsible for the costs of any unsold or spoiled inventory.16 
 
 

Key Industry Trends 

Alongside global expansion and firm concentration, there are at least three other key industry trends 
impacting the retail industry: e-tailing, declining union density, and the adoption of the U.S. “low road” 
employment model. 
E-Tailing 
One of the major trends in the industry is the growth of “e-tail”: commerce done via computer or 
smartphone. This includes some exclusively on-line retailers like Amazon.com, but increasingly, 
traditional retailers are expanding their own on-line sales. Industry consultant Deloitte states that just over 
5 percent of total retail sales are now done via mobile, but that this is expected to reach 17-21 percent (or 
$628 to $752 billion) by 2016. Many customers still shop in the physical store but then make their 
purchase on-line.17 Therefore, Deloitte advises retailers to train employees to be “brand ambassadors” 
that can assist customers with shopping in the store and using technologies to shop on-line. This trend 
may suggest that retailers begin to shift some of their employment from the shop floor to call centers, 
increasing the power of retailers to move jobs.18  
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Initial research suggests that the impact of expanding e-commerce has marginal and uneven impacts on 
the financial performance of retailers.19 On-line sales depend on brand strength and strong supplier 
relations for quick and accurate delivery, which suggests that retailers looking to expand their e-
commerce operations may be vulnerable in these areas.20   
 
Lower Union Density 

 
Another trend in global retail relates to the declining power of unions. In most – though not all - countries, 
unions have seen a steady decline in members over the past few decades. This is true for union 
membership overall, and while data on retail unions is not collected for many countries, the data that is 
available suggests a drop here as well.  
 
As for retail unions in particular, in the U.S., membership went from 1.2 million in 1983 to 700,000 by 
2012, even as employment in the sector grew – leading to a decline in union density from 8.6 to 4.7 
percent in the same period. 21  The percent of wholesale and retail workers covered by collective 
agreements in Germany went from 70.9 percent in 1998 to 59.7 percent in 2004.22 In Korea, union 
density of the total workforce is 11 percent, but density in retail is only 3.6 percent.23 
 
On the other hand, it appears that retail union density increased slightly in a few countries – although the 
data is not available for the same years. For example, in the UK, while retail density is lower in this sector 
than many others, there was a slight increase in density from 11 percent in 1995 to 11.8 percent in 
2010.24 Canada has also experienced some increase in overall union density, and the rate for the retail 
industry went from 13.6 percent in 1997 to 14.2 percent in 2003.25 Sweden remains an outlier case, 
where union density is high overall, and in retail – at about 70 percent as of non-temporary workers. The 
Swedish retail unions cover most managers in the industry as well.26 
 
 
The low-road employment mode 
Another key trend in the industry is the growing dominance of the “low-road” employment model. “Low-
road” employers tend to pay low wages, provide few or no benefits, and treat employees as a cost rather 
than an asset. Low-road employers tend to deskill work and operate with high labor turnover.  
 
Low-road employers are not a new phenomenon. The original discounter, Woolworth’s, deskilled 
saleswork and hired very young women. They required employees to work long hours, standing on their 
feet the whole time for relatively low-wages.27 But there were also many “high road” employers in the 
industry – often unionized, paying higher wages, and providing long-term employment. 
 
With the consolidation of the industry and the emergence of large global players, the low-road model now 
plays a much more prominent role – to the point of pushing out high-road firms. Researcher Chris Tilly 
argues that there are two major trends that fostered the development of the low-road model: 
“supermarketization” and the growth of discounters. 28  “Supermarketization” – large supermarkets 
displacing many traditional markets and small shops – began first in the U.S., spread in Western Europe 
and Japan as part of the post-WWII boom, and has occurred in much of the rest of the world more 
recently. This trend set the stage for large multi-national firms to dominate parts of the retail market and it 
weakened the power of small shopkeepers. 
The spread of discounters is more recent, although the discounter model goes back to the 19th century 
U.S. and the founding of Woolworth’s. The discounter model rests on large volume, allowing for the store 
to sell at lower prices. But as more and more countries began to adopt neoliberal reform and 
deregulation, weakening labor laws and enforcement, conditions were more favorable for large 
discounters like Walmart. Over the past 30 years, Walmart has grown to a massive power in the U.S. and 
global retail market. But other large discounters – such as the U.S. based Target, and German-based Lidl 
and Aldi have also grown enormously.  Furthermore, discounters have begun to encroach on the territory 
of supermarkets in the form of hypermarkets, blurring the line between these forms of retail.  
Many of the discounters and hypermarkets are low-road employers. Walmart grew successful initially in a 
relatively non-union region, and then did best in places with weaker labor law or labor law enforcement. 



 7

Walmart is well-known for its low wages and poor working conditions, and has been the subject of a 
number of lawsuits – from wage theft to wage discrimination. However, Walmart is far from the only low-
road employer. Discounters and hypermarkets do not need to be low-road employers: there are some 
exceptions. However, the increasing trend is a high turnover low-road model.  
 
In general, turnover is highest among hourly workers and newer workers. For example, a study of the 
U.K. Livingston’s drugstore found that turnover rates were strongly correlated with seniority, with the 
highest turnover among those who worked 16 hours or less at the store.29 Retail expert Susan Lambert 
reports that turnover could be “as much as 200 percent higher among workers with less than a year of 
seniority when compared to the turnover of those with more seniority.”30 Turnover rates vary widely by 
store, as different employment practices can heavily influence turnover rates. For example, in one survey 
of Australian retail stores, turnover rates ranged from 13 percent up to 95 percent.31  The spread of the 
low-road, high turnover model set the stage for the rise of precarious employment, which we will now 
discuss in greater detail. 
 

Precarity of Retail Employment

Changes in global retailing have developed alongside an increase in precarious work overall. This is due 
in part to corporate practices and restructuring, deregulation of labor standards, attacks on unions, and a 
large increase in the global labor force. The problem of precarious work is widespread, impacting most 
parts of the world. While there are national differences and even some exceptions within countries, the 
general pattern has been deskilling and casualization.  
 
In retail, precarious work takes many forms, including underemployment and involuntary part-time work, 
low wages, and “flexibility” practices such as “on call” work and automated scheduling. One report noted, 
“the pressure for hyperflexibility has resulted in a personnel strategy – based upon zero competence, 
zero qualifications, zero training and zero career – which explains why retail work is dominated by poorly 
paid part-time positions.” 32  Precarious work has also grown as a result of increased outsourcing, 
contracting and franchising. This practice allows large multinational firms to shift work onto subcontractors 
and suppliers, and thereby blur lines of legal responsibility. We now provide some detail on these trends. 

 
Underemployment  
A large piece of precarious work is part-time work. The ILO reported in 2012 that part-time employment 
increased in two-thirds of wealthy countries.33 While this general trend holds for OECD countries, the 
trend seems particularly strong in retail.34  In part this has occurred as a number of countries have 
loosened hours for shopping beyond an eight-hour day.35 This allows retailers to expand their hours of 
operation, including big box stores that stay open 24-hours a day.36  
 
Retailers also moved full-time jobs to part-time as a way to cut costs in the face of increased competition 
from discounters and online retail. Despite some evidence that shows it can hurt retailers in the long-run, 
store managers are often evaluated on their payroll costs. If they can keep payroll down in the short-run, 
it looks good for the manager and the store.37 
 
A third relevant factor is the increase in workers who want part-time work. This includes students and 
women with children. The industry now employs more young students who work part-time than it once 
did. This is partly because more young people are going to college and need part-time work, but also 
because as college becomes more expensive, more students have to work to cover their costs. Retailers 
are able to take advantage of students’ need for part-time jobs and have increasingly relied on this pool of 
workers.38  
 
While there is not consistent data across countries, surveys and government data suggests a large, and 
growing, part-time workforce in retail. In a survey of New York City retail workers, almost 60 percent of 
workers reported that they were hired as part-time, temporary, holiday, or “full-time flex.”39 A study of 11 
EU countries found that just over one-third of all sales and shop workers worked part-time – the highest of 
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all occupations.40 Approximately 70 percent of all new jobs created in Japan between 1987 and 1997 
were part-time jobs, and this was particularly the case in the wholesale and retail industry.41 In Canada, 
retail accounts for the largest share of part-time and casual work.42  
 
Precarious work has risen rapidly in recent years in central and eastern European countries. For 
example, one report shows that the share of retail workers hired as temporary employees rose from 7 
percent in 2000 to 34 percent in 2008 in Poland, and from 12.5 percent to 20 percent in the same years in 
Slovenia. The share of retail employees employed as part-time also increased dramatically in those years 
in Estonia and Slovenia.43 
 
Furthermore, there is evidence that retailers are decreasing the predictability of work hours. A study of 17 
major U.S. corporations found that none of the companies guaranteed a minimum number of hours per 
week for part-time workers.44 Therefore, a part-time worker might not even be a regular or standardized 
part-time worker with predictable hours. In fact, a recent Guardian article reported that a UK company, 
Sports Direct, has 20,000 part-time employees – 90 percent to the company’s labor force - on “zero-hour 
contracts.” This means that workers have no guarantee of minimum work hours from week to week. Even 
when workers have a shift scheduled, it can be cut with less than a day’s notice.45 A survey of major 
British employers found that the practice has increased significantly, with 11 percent using zero-hours 
contracts in 2005, jumping to 23 percent by 2011. Some reports suggest that at least 200,000 workers 
are impacted – primarily in retail, catering and health care.46   
 
One study found that on average, women in EU countries were more likely to prefer part-time work than 
their counterparts in the U.S., suggesting that involuntary part-time is not as much of a problem in the EU. 
However, this is mediated in part by the range of social policies that support women, and some scholars 
find variation between countries and among different groups of women. For example, one study found 
that women in the UK have little institutional support for childcare, making it harder for them to move from 
part-time to full time work.47  Another study found that in Finland, middle-age women and those with fewer 
skills were more likely to be in involuntary part-time work than other women.48 
 
Part-time workers also face barriers moving into permanent jobs, or up a career ladder. A study of the 
Australian labor force found that working conditions are possibly worse than expected in retail, as many 
workers are in “casualized” part-time jobs – non-standard and insecure. There was little evidence to 
suggest that casualized retail workers were moving into permanent part-time work – and in fact, little 
evidence that permanent part-time jobs have better wages and working conditions compared to 
casualized part-time jobs.49 A study of 11 European countries found that part-time work was used as a 
step to full-time work for fewer than 5 percent of individuals.50  
 
 
Low Wages 
 
As full-time work is converted to part-time work, average wages have dropped. In the U.S., the largest 
retail occupations – cashier, salesperson and stock clerk are among those with the lowest median hourly 
wage of all occupations.  
 
Researchers studied five countries – the U.S., U.K., France, Germany and the Netherlands – and found 
that working in retail results in substantially lower wages in all five. The median retail worker in each 
country earned somewhere between 24 percent and 56 percent less than the average worker in each 
economy.51 This suggests that even in countries with stronger labor market regulation, the industry itself 
pays lower wages than other industries. Interestingly, the wage penalty seemed greatest for U.S. retail 
workers higher up the ladder than entry-level workers, suggesting that mid-level managers in U.S. retail 
may experience the greatest wage penalty compared to peers.  
 
“Flexibility” 
Another major trend in retail parallels a broader policy and corporate strategy: the move towards labor 
“flexibility.” For the past several decades, policymakers and employers have pushed for reforms that allow 
employers more freedom to hire and fire workers at will, to hire temporary workers, and to transfer the 
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risks of employment from company to employee. 52  Termed “flexibility,” these measures have been 
advocated as a way for employers to lower costs and stay competitive in a global marketplace. With a 
“flexible” workforce, employers have the ability to keep labor costs to a minimum: reducing employment in 
slow periods, and increasing in high periods. This can mean changing employment levels day-to-day or 
week-to-week; shifting the number of hours worked from week to week; varying the shifts that employees 
work each week; and more. Much of this has been made possible by labor market deregulation – such as 
reforms in England, France, Germany, and Spain in the 1980s, to allow temporary labor contracts, or 
labor reforms in South Korea and Japan in the 1990s that created “non-standard” or “irregular” workers.53 
Central and eastern European countries reformed their labor codes in the 2000s, in ways that made it 
easier for employers to utilize temporary or short-term contracts, such as reforms in Poland in 2002-2003, 
Slovenia in 2006, and Estonia in 2009.  
 
Along with policy changes, corporations adopted new practices to enhance their own flexibility. Two such 
measures are the growth of “on call” work and automated scheduling. Some researchers have referred to 
this as “just-in-time staffing,” as it is similar to “just-in-time production” practices that are aimed at 
reducing costs by cutting excess inventory.54  
 
Scheduling technology allows a firm to track customer demand. For example, the firm Apex Optimization 
GmbH designed a scheduling tool for Swiss retailers, which “seeks to match expected customer demand 
to the number of sales staff by optimizing the shifts of the work force.”55  However, it is not easy to 
completely automate scheduling, as it requires accurate predictions of customer flow – but factors such 
as poor weather or traffic conditions can impact daily retail. Still, researchers are working to perfect the 
technology. Susan Lambert reports that most managers she studied were required to review customer 
flow numbers daily and rebalance work hours accordingly for the next day.56 
 
 
Outsourcing/Out-Contracting & Franchising 
Another factor leading to precarious work is the growth of outsourcing and franchising. As retailers grew 
larger and consolidated in the 1980s and 1990s, they sought strategies to cut costs and reduce 
investment risk. One method retailers pursued to cut costs and shift investment risk and legal 
responsibility was to take parts of the work normally done in-house and outsource them to other firms, 
domestic or internationally. For example, in retail, firms began to outsource the production of goods, 
advertising, warehousing, human resources, packaging and display and more. In theory, the practice 
would allow the firm to take advantage of niche producers and economies of scale. But it also allowed the 
firm to convert its fixed costs to variable costs, and search for lower-cost production – such as by taking 
work once done by in-house unionized employees and shifting to non-union subcontracted workers; or 
shifting work from higher-wage domestic employees to lower-wage workers in other countries. One study 
found that short-term cost savings is the most common reason retailers had for outsourcing work.57  
 
Another method was franchising, which allowed companies to open more stores with little risk.58 While the 
franchise concept goes back to the 1800s, its popularity grew in recent decades, particularly as a method 
to expand internationally.  
 
These practices – outsourcing and franchises – have some similar outcomes for workers. Both lead to 
more complex relationships between worker and employer, as the practices were designed in part to shift 
legal responsibility for the corporation. For example, an employee may work for a franchised firm that 
relies on a low-wage, high turnover model. The owner of the franchise may engage in employment 
practices that squeeze the worker, such as irregular shifts, or even non-payment of wages. The employee 
may attempt to take legal recourse against the company, but the corporation has limited liability. And, in 
terms of seeking higher wages or back pay, the bulk of profit generally resides with the headquarters and 
not within the franchise – meaning corporations are somewhat able to protect their assets against 
employees’ claims.59  
 
 
 



Union Survey 

For a closer look at the trends in retail practices and precarious work, we conducted a survey of UNI 
affiliates in May and June 2013. The survey was designed to gather more information about retail and 
employment trends by country. It was administered electronically, in five languages, and sent to UNI 
affiliates. We received a total of 32 completed surveys from 23 countries. While all unions represent some 
retail workers, the sectors that the unions cover are quite varied.60 The detailed results from the survey 
are available in another report, but we summarize the main findings here. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Those reporting the greatest increases (over 50%) are the Democratic Republic of Congo, Slovakia, and 
the U.S. Seventy percent of respondents reported that shifts frequently vary from week to week, and over 
half said retail workers are frequently hired via agencies. Respondents from the Democratic Republic of 
Congo, Poland, Sweden and the U.S. reported that on-call shifts happen frequently. Almost 70 percent 
say that retailers use automatic scheduling in their country. The majority of respondents reported that 
stress on the job, low wages, too few hours, and lack of benefits are serious problems for precarious 
workers.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Almost all unions surveyed have precarious workers as members, although for most, precarious workers 
comprise less than 20 percent of their membership. For example, Handel’s in Sweden has lowered its 
fees for people with low wages and insecure hours; SYNTRACOM in Niger has conducted awareness-
raising meetings in large retail outlets; and UA ZENSEN in Japan has set a goal to “have 50%, even more 
than 75%, of union density in each company.” 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Two-thirds of respondents said that there have been recent changes to domestic laws in relation to 
precarious workers. Of those, 60 percent report that the laws have made conditions worse for precarious 
workers, while 25 percent say that recent legal changes have made conditions better. The rest say that 
the laws have made some things better and some worse. Finland, Japan, Lesotho, Malaysia, and 
Thailand have passed laws improving conditions. For example, Finland expanded coverage for vacation 
and healthcare for precarious workers. Malaysia fixed a minimum wage for all workers, including 
precarious workers. In Japan, the Labor Contract Act, and an Act covering Dispatched workers was 
amended in ways that improved the rights of precarious workers. Thailand’s Labor Protection Law states 
that precarious workers are entitled to the same pay and benefits as regular workers. At the same time, 
laws in Argentina, Belgium, Denmark, France Ireland, Spain, Sweden, the U.K., and the U.S. have 
worsened conditions. For the most part, these changes have occurred in countries that had stronger labor 
protections and social welfare to begin with.  
 

Respondents report that workers with limited 
skills are the most likely to hold precarious jobs, 
followed by young workers. About one-third of 
respondents said that women and migrant 
workers are mostly in precarious jobs. 

Almost 80 percent of respondents say that forms 
of precarious labor have increased in their 
countries in the last five years. Of those who 
report an increase, the majority report that 
precarious labor has increased by up to 50 
percent. 

Almost 30 percent of respondents have 
recently changed union policy to facilitate 
membership for precarious workers.
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Respondents see numerous obstacles to organizing precarious workers, with the largest problem being 
that precarious workers live in fear of dismissal or other forms of harassment. Weak government 
legislation, or enforcement of existing laws, is also a major obstacle. Respondents suggested ways that 
UNI might be able to provide support, given its international network. Unions listed a number of specific 
ideas including developing framework agreements with large retailers such as Walmart, and increased 
solidarity campaigns highlighting the issues of precarious work. 
 
 

Recommendations 

The move toward precarious work in retail is uneven across countries where UNI has affiliates, but the 
global trends and corporate practices suggest the situation will likely worsen. Countries where workers 
and unions have historically enjoyed strong protections have seen recent legal changes making it easier 
for employers to hire precarious workers. There have been some positive legislative changes in Asian 
countries that are beginning to address the problems of short-term contracts and wage disparity between 
regular and non-regular workers. This section provides a few recommendations that UNI and its affiliates 
might pursue in order to address the issues related to precarious work. 
 
The solutions will not be easy, as the trends leading to the rise of precarious work are complex. As noted 
in an ACTRAV report, addressing the issue “will require interventions in economic and social policy, 
including a solid social floor, a living wage, reducing financial market volatility, strengthening the tax base, 
public services and public investment for inclusive, productive and environmentally sustainable societies, 
keeping wage growth in line with productivity growth, and preventing unfair competition in the labour 
market.”61 This means a comprehensive approach is necessary.  
 
Here we list a few recommendations. 
 
Increasing union density 
The best strategy to reversing the trend toward precarious work is to increase union density in the retail 
industry, including full-time retail employees of various occupations, as well as part-time, seasonal, and 
temporary employees. Despite the many obstacles, it is imperative that unions find ways to organize 
precarious workers. In Japan, the retail union UI ZENSEN launched an effort to organize part-time 
workers in the 1990s. Part-time workers now make up about half of their membership. 137 officers and 
staff working at regional level are engaged in organizing and 7 national organizers, work at central 
headquarters.62 The British retail union USDAW signed up 90,000 new members in 2008, in part by 
building formal partnerships with employers such as Tesco and other food retailers. Retail unions in 
Estonia, Poland and Slovenia engaged in a variety of tactics, from public education campaigns to 
legislative ones. In Estonia, unions hired organizers to sign up individual members in micro-companies, 
which was authorized by earlier amendments to their statutes. In Poland, the commerce sector of NSZZ 
Solidarnosc launched a campaign against a hypermarket in 2010, and organized 1,000 new members as 
a result. Furthermore, they won a pay increase, and open-ended contracts for all employees, replacing 
temporary contracts.63  
 
Innovative Programs 
Other than expanding traditional unionizing efforts to precarious workers, union may explore innovative 
programs such as the Retail Action Project (RAP) in New York City. RAP is a worker center formed with 
the support of the United Food and Commercial Workers (UFCW). It provides services to members, from 
skills training and career assistance, to fighting wage theft. RAP also works with community allies and 
other unions to support legislative campaigns, such as the New York living wage ordinance, and the paid 
sick days ordinance. RAP also assists workers trying to organize in their workplace.  
 
Supply Chain Networks 
Other unions are pursuing new kinds of organizing through establishing national, and in some cases, 
international networks of retail workers and retail supply chain workers. Most notably are the networks 
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around Walmart. In 2012, unions representing Walmart workers in Argentina formed a national network to 
share information and work together on joint campaigns, including addressing the increasing share of 
temporary workers in the field. Unions are working together, and with community partners, to organize 
Walmart or challenge Walmart’s abusive practices, in dozens of countries. In the past few years, these 
networks have expanded to include stronger alliances between retail store workers, warehouse and 
logistics workers, and production workers (such as women sewing clothes for Walmart in Bangladesh). 

 
Public Awareness Campaigns 
Alongside organizing efforts, unions in a number of countries have increased public awareness 
campaigns about the issue of precarious work. This includes use of social media, demonstrations, days of 
action, public hearings, and more.64 For example, the most important innovations utilized by central and 
eastern European countries against precarious labor were mass media and political campaigns. Unions 
are fighting against “junk jobs” in Poland and “mini-jobs” in Slovenia, and highlighting the fact that 
employers are not increasing these out of financial hardship.65  
 
 
High Road Strategies 
Not all employers take an adversarial stance against workers and unions. UNI affiliates may be able to 
propose high-road strategies to employers or employer associations that could benefit both the firm and 
workers. There are a number of studies which show that employers that raise wages will recover some of 
the cost of those wages via other gains – in particular, lower turnover, higher productivity and reduced 
absenteeism; and as a result, reduced costs for hiring, training and supervision. For example, the 
discounter Costco spends more on wages and benefits than its competitor, Sam’s Club (owned by 
Walmart), but has a significantly lower turnover. Costco spends approximately $244 million a year on 
turnover. If it had the turnover rate that Sam’s Club has, those costs would jump to $631 million. 
Therefore, Costco saves approximately $387 million per year in turnover costs.66 In addition to wages, 
other work conditions can affect turnover, productivity and absenteeism. This includes the following:  

 
Increase Staffing Levels  
Studies have found that every dollar spent in additional payroll by large U.S. retailers led to a $4 to $28 
increase in sales. When stores are understaffed, customers tend to make fewer purchases. Customers 
need staff to help them find products, help with purchases, and keep checkout lines short.67 In a study of 
four low-price retailers (Costco, Trader Joe’s, QuikTrip and Mercadona), Professor Zeynep Ton found that 
while all four companies have much higher labor costs than competitors, they are more profitable and 
have greater sales per employee and per square foot.68 
 
Skill Training and Career Paths 
 Training can provide employees with a well-rounded set of skills needed in the modern sales 
environment that combines in-person sales with on-line technical knowledge.  Job training can also be 
combined with greater career paths, opening the way for entry-level retail workers to stay in the industry, 
and possibly, the firm. Cross-training allows workers to move between tasks and occupations, making 
them more able to build a career in the industry and stay longer with a particular firm. Many retailers 
spend a lot of resources on developing customer loyalty programs, but fail to invest adequately in training 
their staff, even though research sows that marketing success is “largely dependent on the sales force” – 
particularly for firms that employ “customer-oriented selling” tactics.69 While training is an expense for 
employers, it can lead to higher productivity and sales. In a study covering British firms in various 
industries, researchers found that increasing the proportion of workers trained in an industry by 5 
percentage points is associated with 4 percent more value added per worker and 1.6 percent higher 
wages.70 French retailers demand higher skills from retail workers, in particular high levels of technical 
and product knowledge.71 Job training is common for retail workers in Germany, where 81 percent of 
workers complete a two- or three-year training program.72 These workers gain skills in a wide range of 
retail work so they can easily move between different tasks. 
 
 
 
 



High Road Employers 
The employers below tend to pay higher wages and provide better benefits than their competitor 
firms. None of these firms are high road employers in all respects. Only some Costco stores are 
unionized, and some Carrefour stores have engaged in anti-union practices. Some retailers are 
“high road” employers in one country but “low road” in another. Still, these examples suggest that 
an alternative to the “low road” is possible for multinational retailers.  
 

Costco, a U.S. based discounter now operating in eight countries, frequently ranks as one of 
Fortune magazine top companies to work for, as well as on the “World’s Most Admired 
Companies.” While the national average wage for cashiers is $9.12 an hour, Costco pays its 
cashiers $15.63 an hour (on average). As of 2005, Costco employees earned an average annual 
salary of $35,360 – significantly higher than the annual average at Sam’s Club - $21.028 
Employees also get a bonus of $2,000 to $3,000 twice a year and generous benefits.  Employees 
stay longer at Costco, where turnover averages 17 percent (much lower than the Walmart turnover 
of 44 percent).1 Costco employees are more productive than those in competitor firms.  Costco 
generates significantly more operating profit per hourly employee, and more sales per square foot; 
labor and overhead costs are much lower as a percentage of sales. 
 

Carrefour is a multinational retail chain headquartered in France. The company has a strong union 
and history of bargaining over wages and working conditions.  In some countries Carrefour workers 
are paid company wage agreements over and above the sectoral minimum wage agreements.73 In 
2001, the company signed an International Framework Agreement with UNI, guaranteeing that it 
would adhere to ILO principles, and recognize employees right to join unions of their choosing, 
anywhere the company operates. While the agreement has been applied unevenly, there has been 
progress in several countries, including Romania, Turkey and Colombia. Under the auspices of the 
agreement, Carrefour recognized the Union of Carrefour Colombia Workers at the Colombia 
Carrefour in 2011, and signed the first collective agreement in 2012.  

 
Legislative Solutions 

 
While some employers have adopted high-road practices voluntarily, others have resisted, preferring to 
maintain a low-road high turnover model. In those cases, UNI affiliates might need to pursue legislative 
changes to raise the floor in retail. 

 
Minimum Wages 
Not all countries have minimum wage or pay laws, and of those that do, many maintain minimum rates far 
below what is needed to get out of poverty. Because retail tends to pay low wages, a higher minimum 
wage can make a big difference in employee income. For example, France and Denmark have higher 
minimum wages. And as a result, only about 20 percent of retail workers are low-wage in those countries, 
compared to 42 percent of retail workers in the U.S., a country with a low minimum wage.74 The UNI 
affiliate in Malaysia, Kesatuan Pekerja Pekerja Ikano PTE LTD., noted that the country enacted minimum 
wage legislation for the first time in 2012. The government stated that this was part of an effort to 
transform the country to a high-wage nation by 2020. The Malaysian Trade Union Council called for 1200 
ringgit a month but the final agreement was set at 900. Still, the law is expected to benefit about 3.2 
million workers. 75   Cambodia, Hong Kong, Indonesia, Thailand and Vietnam have also established 
minimum wage legislation in recent years.  

 
“Living Wage” Policies 
In countries where unions do not have enough political power to raise wages at the national level, 
activists have pursued “living wage” policies at the municipal or firm level as an alternative strategy for 
raising wages. These can take various forms, but in the U.K. living wage campaigns have pressured large 
employers to agree to pay a higher wage. Over 10,000 workers have received wage increases through 
the initiative. The large cosmetics chain Lush recently agreed to pay a living wage, though most large 
retailers have not yet signed on. In the U.S. a number of living wage ordinances cover retail workers. One 
model is policies that apply to publicly owned property, such as airports, ports and sports arenas. For 
example, all employees in the Los Angeles International Airport are covered by a living wage ordinance 
that sets their minimum wage to $10.91 with health benefits, or $12.16 an hour if the employer does not 
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provide health benefits. Washington D.C. recently passed a similar ordinance – the “Large Retailer 
Accountability Act” that requires retailers with gross revenues over $1 billion to pay $12.50 per hour.76 
 
  
Minimum Workshifts and Minimum Hours  
More common than overwork is the problem of too few hours. Here, UNI affiliates might work to pass 
minimum shift legislation. For example, Canada mandates that workshifts be at least three hours long. In 
British Columbia, the provincial law is stronger, and mandates a minimum of four hours pay for any shift 
scheduled up to four hours, and eight hours pay for shifts scheduled up to eight hours.77 Seven U.S. 
states plus the District of Columbia, have similar laws that mandate three- or four-hour shift pay.  Oregon 
had a similar law but repealed most of it in 1990; now it only applies to workers under age 18. UK 
politicians are trying to outlaw zero-hours contracts. Three Labour MPs have recently released a report 
on the practice and introduced a member’s bill. 78  One approach would be to award firms with tax 
incentives or government contracting preferences if they agree to guarantee consistent hours month to 
month.79  

 
Expanding Social Protections   
Precarious workers are made more insecure in countries where benefits are attached to employment. 
Expanding social protections reduces some of that fear and vulnerability. A few countries have amended 
national policy to improve precarious workers’ access to social benefits. As noted, Thailand has been 
working to regularize conditions for migrant workers, who are now able access social security and 
healthcare benefits, and the Labor Protection Law states that precarious workers are entitled to the same 
pay and benefits as regular workers.  Indonesian trade unions have been fighting for expanded social 
protections for all workers for more than a decade. After much work, they were able to get the country to 
pass a National Social Security System Law in 2004, which would establish a minimum standard of living 
for all, and extend protections to precarious workers. The system has not been fully implemented yet, 
despite mass protests.  However, the highest court found the government and eight Ministers guilty of not 
implementing the law and ordered them to introduce regulations to create the new system.80 Some 
researchers believe that precarious work is not as common in Europe because social protections are 
more universal; thereby reducing some of the incentives retailers have for cutting full-time work. As 
mentioned earlier, some U.S. laws exclude part-time workers.  For example, employees must work at 
least 1,250 hours in 12 months to be eligible for family medical leave, and the majority of states have 
rules that exclude many part-time workers from unemployment insurance. 81  If these policies were 
expanded to all employers, regardless of hours, employers would have less incentive to hire part-time 
workers to avoid these costs.82 

 
Regulating Retailers and Investment  
Another approach to protecting retail workers is to enact, expand and implement regulations on retailers. 
As mentioned, many countries have gone in the opposite direction, deregulating the retail and consumer 
industries in ways that give greater power to multinationals and reducing the power of workers and 
unions. However, there are still opportunities to use existing regulations, or perhaps enact new ones, to 
the benefit of precarious workers. South Korea maintains restrictions against large retailers that protect 
smaller retailers. Big box retailers must get consent from local merchants to open a store, and can be 
fined if they fail to do so. Even then, they are not allowed to sell certain items, such as some produce and 
food items that local merchants sell. The country maintains strong zoning laws, prohibiting large retail 
stores to open near existing markets, and it also restricts the hours of operation. 83  Anti-monopoly 
regulations, or competition law, could be strengthened to address the issue of retailer dominance in 
markets and over suppliers. In the U.S., monopoly regulations were rewritten in the early 1980s in a way 
that focused most of the inquiry on the impact on consumers. The U.K. Competitions Commission has 
taken action to address the power of large British supermarkets in relation to their food suppliers, by 
establishing an industry ombudsperson to oversee contracts. South African unions attempted to use their 
Competitions Commission to prevent Walmart from entering the country through merging with Massmart. 
This failed, but the Commission did rule that 503 workers who had lost their jobs in the merger be 
reinstated.
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Conclusion 

The survey of UNI affiliates confirms that the issue of precarious work is a problem in the retail sector. 
While some practices, such as on-call schedules, are not prevalent in all countries, 80 percent of 
respondents report that forms of precarious labor have increased in the last five years.  The majority of 
respondents reported that a retail employers in their country often or frequently vary shifts from week to 
week, hire workers via agencies or brokers, and hire part-time workers. Over 40 percent report that 
employers frequently hire part-time workers on temporary contracts, employ workers through individual 
contracts, and use disguised training or probationary contracts to keep workers from full-time 
employment. 
 
Transnational retailers are increasing their presence in countries around the globe, and retailers are 
pursuing mergers and acquisitions in a way that has greatly increased the market share of a few large 
firms relatively to smaller stores. This is not just an accidental by-product of globalization. Rather, it is the 
result of widespread deregulation of retail, financial and consumer sectors, and changes in land use 
policy and monopoly laws. These changes make it easier and more attractive for firms to pursue “low-
road” employment practices, treating workers as liabilities or costs to minimize, rather than as assets. 
There are exceptions to the patterns, and a few retailers have managed to be profitable and successful 
while still paying relatively higher wages, providing benefits, and working cooperatively with unions.  
 
It will take a large, comprehensive and coordinated effort on the part of unions to reverse these trends in 
the retail industry that have put more workers in vulnerable positions. This will require changes to 
domestic laws and regulations, innovative organizing approaches, global networks and coordinated 
campaigns. Unions are of course somewhat constrained in their ability to respond based on their form of 
industrial relations and the domestic laws. But given that most large retailers operate across borders, 
attempting to expand low-road employment practices and the conditions that make “flexibility” possible, 
unions must find ways of coordinating strategies internationally as well.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 16

References 

 
1 Retailers expanded their use of precarious work despite the fact of the “crisis only having a limited impact on the profits of the 
leading, mostly multinational retail companies” in central and eastern European countries. See Adam Mrozowicki, Adam, Triin 
Roosalu and Tatiana Bajuk Sencar. 2013. “Precarious Work in the Retail Sector in Estonia, Poland and Slovenia: Trade Union 
Responses in a Time of Economic Crisis.” European Review of Labour and Research. Vol 19(2): 267-278. Quote on page 276. 
2 The UN classifies nine categories of retail sales: non-specialized stores; food, beverages and tobacco; automotive fuel; 
information and communications equipment; household equipment; cultural and recreation goods; other goods; sale via stalls 
and markets; and retail trade not in stores, stalls in markets. Other classification systems, such as the North American Industrial 
Classification System, use different categories. 
3 “2012 Report on the $4 Trillion US Retail Sector.” 2012. Investment Weekly News. Vol 64. Business Insights: Essentials. Web. 
August 26, 2013.  
4 ILO. 2011. “Global Dialogue Forum on the Needs of Older Workers in relation to Changing Processes and the Working 
Environment in Retail Commerce.” Geneva, 21–22 September 2011. 
5 Joachim Zentes, Dirk. Morschett, and Hanna Schramm-Klein. 2011. Strategic Retail Management: Text and International 
Cases. Springer; S.R. Kalliappan, Rokiah Alavi, Kalthom Abdullah, and Muhammad Arif, 2008. “Liberalization of Retail Sector 
and the Economic Impact of the Entry of Foreign Hypermarkets on Local Retailers in Klang Valley, Malaysia.” International 
Journal of Economics and Management. Vol 2 (2): 323-342.  
6 Alan Felstead, Alan, Alison Fuller, Nick Jewson and Lorna Unwin. 2011. “Following the Retail Chain: Sandwiches, 
Supermarkets, and the Potential for Workplace Learning.” In Irena Grugulis and Ödül Bozkurt, eds. Retail Work (Critical 
Perspectives on Work and Employment). Palgrave Macmillan; Boon L. Lee. 2012a. “Output and Productivity Comparisons of the 
Singapore and Hong Kong Wholesale and Retail Trade Sectors, 2001–2008.” The Australian National University and Wiley 
Publishing Asia Pty Ltd: Crawford School of Public Policy. 
7 Retail employment is difficult to measure, given data definitions and inconsistencies across countries, and in developing 
countries, much of the retail workforce is self-employed. Furthermore, many countries combine wholesale and retail trade data. 
8 The ILO LABORSTA database (Table 1E) reports that 80 countries employed a total of 177 million workers in wholesale and 
retail trade in 2008 or the most recent year available. Using the US and UK as a benchmark, retail employment comprises 
approximately 73 percent of wholesale and retail employment combined. Using the US and UK as a benchmark, retail 
employment comprises approximately 73 percent of wholesale and retail employment combined (See the U.S. Department of 
Labor, Bureau of Labor Statistics, “Employment Situation Summary April 2013,” and the U.K. House of Commons, “The Retail 
Industry,” April 29, 2013). Data for China comes from Sheng Lu. 2010. “Understanding China’s Retail Market.” China Business 
Review. May 1.  http://www.chinabusinessreview.com/understanding-chinas-retail-market/. Data for India comes from 
Mohammad Amin. 2010. “Challenges of Retailing in India.” World Bank Group, Enterprise Surveys. Enterprise Survey Note No. 
10. http://www.enterprisesurveys.org/~/media/FPDKM/EnterpriseSurveys/Documents/Enterprise%20Notes/Retail-10.pdf 
9 US data is from the National Retail Federation. Data for India is from Amin 2010. Some sources report that the 14% figure for 
India includes wholesale trade as well as retail trade. See Mohan Guruswamy, Mohan, Kamal Sharma, Jeevan Prakash Mohanty 
and Thomas J. Korah. 2005. “FDI in India’s Retail Sector: More Bad than Good?” Economic and Political Weekly. Vol. 40, No. 7, 
pp. 619-623. 
10 Metro Group 2012. “Metro Retail Compendium 2012/2013.” 
http://www.metrogroup.de/internet/site/handelsportal/get/documents/metrogroup_international/corpsite/04_comm/publications/ret
ailcompendium-2013-en.pdf 
11 Productivity Commission. 2011. “Economic Structure and Performance of the Australian Retail Industry.” Inquiry Report No. 
56, 4 November 2011. Melbourne: Commonwealth of Australia. 
12 Anuradha Kalhan and Martin Franz. 2009. “Regulation of Retail: Comparative Experience.” Economic & Political Weekly. Vol 
xliv(32). August 8.  
13 Kalliappan et al 2008. 
14 Deloitte. 2013. “Global Powers of Retailing 2013: Retail Beyond.” http://www.deloitte.com/assets/Dcom-
Australia/Local%20Assets/Documents/Industries/Consumer%20business/Deloitte_Global_Powers_of_Retail_2013.pdf 
15 James J. Biles, Kevin Brehm, Amanda Enrico, Cheray Kiendl, Emily Morgan, Alexandra Booth, Simon, Kristian Hamer. 2007. 
“Labour Turnover in the Retail Industry: Predicting the Role of Individual, Organisational and Environmental Factors.” 
International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management. Vol 35(4): 289 – 307. Quote from page 59. 
16 Aaron Brenner, Barry Eidlin and Kerry Candaele. 2006. “Wal-mart Stores Inc.” Prepared for the International Conference on 
Global Companies, Global Unions, Global Research, Global Campaigns. 
17 Deloitte (2013) reports that 60% of smartphone users state that they use their phones for in-store shopping. 



 17

                                                                                                                                             
18 A recent survey found that 73 percent of U.S. shoppers still prefer to shop in the actual store, versus on-line, which suggests 
that although e-tail may be growing, the physical stores still remain the most important site for shopping. See Business Insights: 
Essentials. 2013. "Instant.ly U.S. Retail Survey: Two Thirds of Consumers Prefer Brick and Mortar Stores Over Online 
Shopping." Entertainment Close-up 19 May. 
19 Luvai Motiwalla and M. Riaz Khan. 2003. “Financial Impact of E-Business Initiatives in the Retail Industry.” Journal of 
Electronic Commerce in Organizations. Volume 1(1): 55-73.  
20 Deborah A. Colton, Martin S. Roth, and William O. Bearden 2010. “Drivers of International E-Tail Performance: The 
Complexities of Orientations and Resources.”  Journal of International Marketing. Volume 18(1): 1-22.  
21 Barry T. Hirsch and David A. Macpherson. 2013. Union data compilations from the 2012 CPS posted January 26, 2013. 
Unionstats.com. 
22 John T. Addison, Alex Bryson, Paulino Teixeria and Andre Pahnke. 2010. “Slip Sliding Away: Further Union Decline in 
Germany and Britain.” IZA Discussion Paper No. 4760. Bonn, Germany. 
23 Joohee Lee. 2012. “A Renewal of Solidarity or Continued Decline? The Korean Retail Workers’ Struggles against 
Neoliberalism.” In Suzuki, Akira, editor. Cross-National Comparisons of Social Movement Unionism: Diversities of Labour 
Movement Revitalization in Japan, Korea and the United States. Vol. 18. Oxford, UK: Peter Lang. 
24 The density rate is for “wholesale, retail and motor repair.” James Achur. 2010. “Trade Union Membership 2010.” London: UK 
Statistics Authority. 
25 Andrew Jackson. 2008. “Rowing Against the Tide: The Struggle to Raise Union Density in a Hostile Environment.” Canadian 
Labour Congress. Saint-Lazare, Quebec. http://workerpower.ca/pdf/Rowing_Against_the_Tide_CLC.pdf 
26 Irena Grugulis and Ödül Bozkurt. 2011. Retail Work (Critical Perspectives on Work and Employment). Palgrave Macmillan. 
27 Howard Zinn, Robin D.G. Kelly and Dana Frank. 2002. Three Strikes: Miners, Musicians, Salesgirls, and the Fighting Spirit of 
Labor's Last Century. Beacon Press. 
28 Chris Tilly. 2007. “Global Restructuring in Retail: What Impact on Labor?” Department of Regional Economic and Social 
Development, University of Massachusetts Lowell.  
29 James Hendrie. 2004. "A Review of a Multiple Retailer's Labour Turnover." International Journal of Retail & Distribution 
Management, Vol. 32(9): 434 – 441. 
30 Susan J. Lambert.  2008. “Passing the Buck: Labor flexibility Practices that Transfer Risk onto Hourly Workers.” Human 
Relations. Vol 61(9): 1203-1227. Page 1218. 
31 Trak Recruiting 2011. “Fashion & Retail Employee Staff Turnover.” September 22. 
http://www.trakrecruiting.com/news.php?id=89&n=latestnews&c=5 
32 Thomas Andersson, Ali Kazemi, Stefan Tengblad and Mikael Wickelgren. 2011. “Not the Inevitable Bleak House? The Positive 
Experience of Workers and Mangers in Retail Employment in Sweden.” In Irena Grugulis and Ödül Bozkurt, eds. Retail Work 
(Critical Perspectives on Work and Employment). Palgrave Macmillan. Page 255.  
33 ILO. 2012. “World of Work Report 2012: Better Jobs for a Better Economy.” Geneva: International Labour Office. 
34 Countries have different definitions of “part-time” – some are based on hours worked and others on the employee’s 
assessment. For those that use hours, the most common definition is either under 35 hours per week, or under 30 hours. Under 
various definitions, retail occupations have a relatively high proportion of part-time workers in much of the OECD. See Alois van 
Bastelaer, Georges Lemaître, and Pascal Marianna. 1997. “The Definition of Part-Time Work for the Purpose of International 
Comparisons.” Labour Market And Social Policy Occasional Papers - No. 22. Paris: OECD.  
35 Tobias Wenzel. 2010. “Deregulation of Shopping Hours: The Impact on Independent Retailers and Chain Stores,” DICE 
discussion paper, No. 03. 
36 Kris Maher. 2008.“More People Pushed into Part-Time Work Force,” Wall Street Journal, March 8. 
37 James Surowiecki. 2012. “The More the Merrier.” The New York. March 26. 
http://www.newyorker.com/talk/financial/2012/03/26/120326ta_talk_surowiecki 
38 Prue Huddleston. 2011. “’It’s All Right for Saturdays, but Not Forever.’ The Employment of Part-time Student Staff Within the 
Retail Sector.” In Grugulis and Bozkurt 2011.  
39 Stephanie Luce and Naoki Fujita. 2012. “Discounted Jobs:  How Retailers Sell Workers Short.” New York: Retail Action 
Project. 
40 Hielke Buddlemeyer, Gilles Mourre and Melanie Ward-Warmedinger 2005. “Part-time Work in EU Countries: Labour Market 
Mobility, Entry and Exit.” Germany: European Central Bank. http://www.ecb.europa.eu/pub/pdf/scpwps/ecbwp460.pdf 
41 Noel Gaston and Tomoko Kishi. 2006. “Part-time workers doing full-time work in Japan.” Journal of the Japanese and 
International Economies. Vol. 21(4): 435-54. 
42 Isik U. Zeytinoglu, Waheeda Lillevik, M. Bianca Seaton and Josefina Moruz. 2004. “Part-Time and Casual Work in Retail Trade 
Stress and other Factors Affecting the Workplace.” Relations industrielles / Industrial Relations. Vol 59(3):  516-544. 
43 Mrozowicki et al 2013 



 18

                                                                                                                                             
44 Lambert 2008.  
45 Simon Neville. 2013. “Sports Direct: 90% of Staff on Zero-hour Contracts.” The Guardian. July 28.  
46 Phillip Inman. 2013. “Zero-hours Contracts Need Code of Practice, Says Lib Dem MP.” The Guardian. July 4.  
47 Vanessa Gash. 2008. “Preference or Constraint? Part-time Workers' Transitions in Denmark, France and the United Kingdom.” 
Work Employment Society. Volume 22(4): 655–674. 
48 Merja Kauhanen. 2008. “Part-Time Work and Involuntary Part-Time Work in the Private Service Sector in Finland.” Economic 
and Industrial Democracy. Vol 29(2): 217-248. 
49 Gillian Whitehouse, George Lafferty and Paul Boreham. 1997. “From Casual to Permanent Part-Time? Non-Standard 
Employment in Retail and Hospitality.” Labour & Industry: a Journal of the Social and Economic Relations of Work. Vol 8(2): 33-
48. 
50 Buddlemeyer, Mourre and Ward-Warmedinger 2005. 
51 Wiemer Salverda, Joachim Moeller and Michel Sollogoub. 2005. “Retail Employment and Wage Rigidities.” In Ive Marx and 
Wiemer Salverda, eds. Low-wage Employment in Europe: Perspectives for Improvement. Leuven: ACCO. 
52 Jacob S. Hacker 2006. The Great Risk Shift: The Assault on American Jobs, Families and Retirement, and How You Can 
Fight Back. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
53 Adrianna D. Kugler. 2004. “The Effect of Job Security Regulations on Labor Market Flexibility Evidence from the Colombian 
Labor Market Reform.” In James J. Heckman and Carmen Pagés, editors. Law and Employment: Lessons from Latin American 
and the Caribbean. Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press.  
54 Nancy K. Cauthen. 2011. “Scheduling Hourly Workers: How Last Minute, “Just-In-Time” Scheduling Practices Are Bad for 
Workers, Families and Business.” New York: Demos.; Lambert 2008. 
55 C.N.Jones and K. Nolde. 2013. “Demand Driven Employee Scheduling for the Swiss Market.” 
http://infoscience.epfl.ch/record/187141/files/apexAnnals10.pdf 
56 Lambert 2008. 
57 David Jennings. 2001. “Thorntons: the Vertically Integrated Retailer, Questioning the Strategy.” International Journal of Retail 
& Distribution Management. Vol 29(4): 176-187. 
58 Dhruv Grewal, Gopalkrishnan R. Iver, Javalgi Raishekhar (Raj) G., and Lori Radulovich. 2011. “Franchise Partnership and 
International Expansion: A Conceptual Framework and Research Propositions.” Entreprenuership: Theory and Practice. Vol 
35(3): 533. 
59 Krueger found that wages were higher in company-owned stores compared to franchises, and that “tenure-earnings profile 
was steeper” at the former, suggesting that those who work for franchises have less of a career ladder. See Alan Krueger. 1991. 
“Ownership, Agency, and Wages: An Examination of Franchising in the  Fast Food Industry.” Quarterly Journal of Economics 
106(1): 75-101.  
60 This includes 14 in English, 10 in French, 4 in Spanish, 3 in Swedish and 2 in German. 
61 ACTRAV. 2012. "From Precarious Work to Decent Work." Outcome Document to the Workers’ Symposium on Policies and 
Regulations to combat Precarious Employment. Geneva: International Labour Organization. 
62 Charles Weathers. 2007. “Organizing Marginalized and Non-Regular Workers – A US-Japan Comparison.” Center for 
Research on Economic Inequality. Discussion Paper Series. Osaka City University.  
63 Mrozowicki et al 2103. 
64 ACTRAV. 2012.  
65 Mrozowicki et al 2103. 
66 Wayne F. Cascio. 2006. “Decency Means More than ‘Always Low Prices’: A Comparison of Costco to Wal-Mart’s Sam’s Club.” 
Academy of Management Perspectives, August. 
67 Marshall L. Fisher, Jayanth Krishnan, and Serguei Netessine. 2006. “Retail Store Execution: An Empirical Study.” Operations 
and Information Management Department. The Wharton School, University of Pennsylvania; James Surowiecki. 2012. “The 
More the Merrier.” The New York. March 26. http://www.newyorker.com/talk/financial/2012/03/26/120326ta_talk_surowiecki 
68 Zeynep Ton. 2011. “Why ‘Good Jobs’ are Good for Retailers.” Harvard Business Review. Vol 90 (1-2): 124-31.  
69 Charles E. Pettijohn, Linda S Pettijohn and A.J. Taylor. 2002. “The Influence of Salesperson Skill, Motivation, and Training on 
the Practice of Customer-Oriented Selling.” Psychology & Marketing, Vol. 19(9): 743–757. 
70 Lorraine Dearden, Howard Reed and John Van Reenen. 2012. “Who Gains When Workers Train? Training and Corporate 
Productivity in a Panel of British industries.” London. The Institute for Fiscal Studies. WP 00/04.  
71 Anne-Marie McGauran. 2001. “Masculine, Feminine or Neutral? In-company Equal Opportunities Policies in Irish and French 
MNC retailing.”  International Journal of Human Resource Management. Vol 12(5): 754–771. 
72 Françoise Carré, Chris Tilly and Lauren D. Applebaum 2010. “Competitive Strategies and Worker Outcomes in the US Retail 
Industry.” UCLA Institute for Research on Labor and Employment. Research and Policy Brief.  
73 EiroOnline. http://www.eurofound.europa.eu/eiro/2008/11/articles/be0811019i.htm 



 19

                                                                                                                                             
74 Carré , Tilly and Applebaum 2010. Note that Denmark does not have a federal minimum wage. Rather, the minimum wage is 
established via negotiations between unions and employer associations. 
75 Liz Gooch. 2012. “Malaysia Enacts Minimum Wage.” New York Times. May 1.  
76 Living Wage ordinances are one form of a broader group of strategies aimed at influencing economic development policy. In 
the U.S., labor-community coalitions have created “community benefits agreements” which are not always municipal policy, but 
agreements negotiated with developers to set higher wages, establish union neutrality, adhere to environmental standards, and 
often provide other benefits such as low-income housing and child care centers. These agreements are won using the leverage 
of city government. Since economic development projects usually require zoning authorization, and often include a range of 
economic subsidies (from low-interest loans to tax abatements), coalitions pressure the city to attach requirements to 
development projects. In other cases, the conditions are attached to city or state economic development programs, moving from 
site-specific to industry-wide agreements. For example, Los Angeles, California passed a living wage policy that covers all 
Community Redevelopment Agency projects. Developers, plus their contractors and subcontractors, must pay their employees 
the city’s living wage rate. In addition, all hotels and third party tenants – including retail – must pay the living wage on land 
owned or leased by the Agency.  
77 Haley-Lock found that managers in U.S. restaurants send workers home early if customer flow is low, managers at the same 
restaurant chains in British Columbia did not do this. She concludes that the minimum shift legislation was a factor.  Anna Haley-
Lock.. 2011. “Place-Bound Jobs at the Intersection of Policy and Management: Employer Practices in Seattle, Chicago and 
Vancouver Restaurant Chains.” American Behavioral Scientist. Vol 55(7): 823 - 842. 
78 Neville 2013. 
79 Cauthen 2011.  
80 ITUC 2012. “Annual Survey of Violations of Trade Union Rights.”  
81 National Employment Law Project. 2008. “Rebuilding a Good Jobs Economy: A Blueprint for Recovery and Reform.” 
http://nelp.3cdn.net/107e65168f65eacd6e_l1m6ibpdr.pdf 
82 Susan J. Lambert, Anna Haley-Lock, and Julia R. Henly. 2012. “Schedule Flexibility in Hourly Jobs: Unanticipated 
Consequences and Promising Directions.” Community, Work & Family, 15(3):  293-315. 
83 Marc Castro. 2012. “South Korea Squeezes Big Box Retailers.” International Venture Capital Post. April 14.  
 
 
 



 20

                                                                                                                                             


