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Executive summary

The key findings from our research are as follows:

Pay rises
•

The median pay award in retail fell from 2.7% in 2019 to 2.5% in 2020. This is higher
than the median in the private sector and across the economy as a whole at 2.3%

•

Higher-end awards worth 3% or more accounted for over two-fifths (44%) of all pay
increases in the retail sector in 2020

•

The proportion of pay freezes has significantly grown in the retail sector from 1% of
all outcomes in the sector in 2019 to 12% in 2020

Pay rates
•

Pay rates for retail assistants aged 25 and over are closely aligned to the National
Living Wage. Across the sector as a whole, at the median, the minimum established
rate for these workers is £8.72, the same as the current level of the NLW. However,
almost half (46%) of retailers have a minimum hourly rate for retail assistants that
is higher than the statutory minimum

•

Team leaders can expect to receive a premium of 4.6% for their supervisory skills,
with a median minimum rate of £9.12 for these roles

•

Minimum rates of pay are highest in food retail where the median is £9.18 an hour,
compared to £8.72 in non-food retail and retail catering

•

Younger workers aged between 18 and 24 typically earn the National Minimum
Wage for their age category. Some retailers, and particularly the large food retailers,
pay all workers over the age of 18 the same rate to match the National Living Wage.
However, the rate for those aged 16-17 is typically £1.90 higher than the current
rate of £4.55 for this age category

Pay pressures
•

The diverse trading conditions experienced during the national lockdowns and tier
systems across the UK has put pressure on the retail industry in different ways,
resulting in a varied pay landscape. This pressure is likely to continue in 2021
resulting in a larger proportion of lower-end pay outcomes worth less than 2%
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•

Competition from online businesses has continued to put pressure on retailers,
particularly in non-food. While the shift to online trade in parts of the sector will
reduce labour costs overall as typically fewer people are employed in shops, this
could produce upward pressure on pay for particular roles such as driving,
warehousing, data analytics and online marketing

Labour market
•

The labour market is in a fragile state, with employment down and unemployment
higher, at around 5%. What happens to the roles that are currently furloughed will
have a major bearing on medium and long-term prospects

3

Pay and The Labour Market in Retail 2021 | IDR

About the report
This report is based on a short research survey by IDR of organisations operating in the
retail and hospitality sector. The survey was conducted in Autumn of 2020 and received
detailed responses from 25 organisations.
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1. Pay and the labour market context
1.1.

Pay increases

The median pay award in the retail sector for 2020 is 2.5%, having been 2.7% in 2019 –
which was the highest level in recent years. While the median has fallen, the upper quartile
remains at 4.4%, suggesting a similar proportion of higher-end increases worth 3% or more
in 2020 compared with 2019. A closer look at pay awards across the sector indicates that a
larger number of these higher increases occurred in retail catering than in retail and
wholesale with the upper quartile in each sub-sector at 5.2% and 3.9% respectively.
Employees in the retail catering sector were more likely to receive higher-end increases in
2020, compared to those working in retail and wholesale, and this has influenced the upper
quartile. Nearly half of awards in retail catering were set at 4% or more, compared to a
quarter of awards in retail and wholesale. A key part of the explanation for the contrast is the
sectors’ respective relationships to the statutory minimum (see below).

Some retailers postponed their 2020 pay award decision during the national lockdown when
many staff in the sector were on furlough. These delays, coupled with reduced staffing in HR
departments limiting organisations’ capacity to respond to our survey as well as our own
capacity to conduct research in the midst of the pandemic, has meant that our analysis is
based on a smaller sample than usual – particularly in retail catering, though the awards
included here cover a significant number of workers. In addition, a few employers have
postponed their pay decisions, particularly those for salaried staff, to the spring of 2021 in
the anticipation that lockdown restrictions will be eased once more.

Table 1 Pay increase summary for retail, 1 January to 31 December 2020
All retail

Retail and wholesale

Retail catering

Lower quartile

2.0%

2.0%

2.0%

Median

2.5%

2.5%

2.5%

Average

3.1%

3.1%

3.2%

Upper quartile

4.4%

3.9%

5.2%

73

54

19

Count
Source: IDR
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Although it has fallen since the previous year, the median pay increase in retail is higher than
that for the whole economy. Our analysis shows a fall in the median across the whole
economy from 2.5% in 2019 to 2.3% in 2020. Looking at the private sector only, the
interquartile range has remained at the same level as previously, but the median and average
award both fell, from 2.5% and 2.8% respectively to 2.3% and 2.4%. This was influenced by
lower awards in private services where the median fell from 2.5% to 2.2%. In manufacturing
the median remained at 2.5%, however the interquartile range here widened slightly from
between 2.2% and 3.0% in 2019 to between 2.0% to 3.0% in 2020.

Table 2 Pay increase summary, whole economy 1 January to 31 December 2020
Whole economy

Private sector

Private services

Manufacturing

Lower quartile

2.0%

2.0%

2.0%

2.0%

Median

2.3%

2.3%

2.2%

2.5%

Average

2.3%

2.4%

2.5%

2.2%

Upper quartile

3.0%

3.0%

3.0%

2.8%

406

299

175

124

Count
Source: IDR

Distribution of pay increases
Turning back to retail, the proportion of higher-end awards worth 3% or more rose very
slightly in 2020. Over two-fifths (44%) of awards in the sector were at this level in 2020,
compared with 2019 when a slightly smaller proportion, 42% of awards, occurred in this
bracket. Within this category, the proportion of awards between 3.0% and 3.99% rose from
8% of all awards in 2019 to 12% in 2020 with a slight fall in the proportion of those awards
at 4% or more – down from 34% in 2019 to 32% in our 2020 sample. But this is still much
greater than in the economy as a whole and reflects the influence of changes in the statutory
minimum on retail sector pay (see below).

Analysed by sub-sector, nearly half (47%) of all pay awards in retail catering were worth 4%
or more, compared with a quarter (26%) of awards in retail and wholesale. These proportions
have created a vast difference in the upper quartile for both sub-sectors and is the result of
the greater impact of the National Living Wage (NLW) on retail catering. Many retailers
increase pay for their hourly-paid workers in line with the NLW, which rose by 6.2% to £8.72
6
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on 1 April 2020 but as retail catering employers tend to set pay in line with the statutory
minimum, their pay awards last year generally reflected the influence of this comparatively
high increase. Elsewhere in retail it is more common to pay workers above the NLW,
particularly in food retail with supermarkets such as Asda and Tesco paying over £9.00 an
hour to their store assistants in 2019. This is one reason why the average pay award in retail
and wholesale is marginally behind that in retail catering, with a much wider lead for the
latter at the upper quartile. Meanwhile, the proportion of higher-end awards across the
economy fell from just under a third (32%) in 2019 to around a quarter (26%) in 2020, as a
result of the negative impact of the coronavirus pandemic on economic activity more broadly.

Looking at the lower end of the distribution, the proportion of pay freezes has grown
significantly in the retail sector since our last report – to 12% in 2020 compared with 1% in
2019 – as a result of more challenging trading conditions for many (though not all) in the
sector during the pandemic. But the proportion of pay freezes in retail is lower than that for
the economy as a whole. Pay freezes account for 16% of all pay outcomes across the whole
economy in 2020, which is four times higher than the figure in 2019 when the proportion was
less than 4%. And as in the wider economy, pay has been frozen for some groups but not
others. Many retailers who awarded rises to their hourly-paid staff implemented pay freezes
for salaried employees, particularly management roles, for example, at Clarks.
Table 3 Distribution of pay increases in 2020 in retail
All retail
No.

%

Retail and wholesale

Retail catering

No.

No.

%

%

Pay freeze

9

12%

5

9%

4

21%

0.1-1.9%

4

6%

4

7%

0

0%

2.0-2.9%

28

38%

22

41%

6

32%

3.0-3.9%

9

12%

9

17%

0

0%

4% and more

23

32%

14

26%

9

47%

Total

73

Source: IDR
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Table 4 Distribution of pay increases in 2020 in wider economy by broad sector
Whole economy

Private sector

Private services

No.

No.

No.

%

%

%

Pay freeze

67

16%

52

17%

34

19%

0.1-1.9%

33

8%

19

6%

9

5%

2.0-2.9%

202

50%

147

50%

80

46%

3.0-3.9%

63

16%

47

16%

24

14%

4% and more

41

10%

34

11%

28

16%

Total

406

299

Source: IDR

Figure 1 Distribution of pay increases in retail and whole economy, 2020
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Deferred awards and timing of reviews
The unusual circumstances of the global pandemic have impacted the timing of pay awards
for some retailers – particularly when deciding pay outcomes for salaried staff. The great
majority of awards effective between January and April went ahead but once the societal
response to the pandemic took hold and began to affect the economy, some hard-hit firms
with pay reviews later in the year started to reconsider their original intentions in the light
of this negative impact. The major supermarkets saw activity and output boosted by the
pandemic while hospitality and clothing retailers – at least those without a strong online
offering – were affected more negatively. Delayed decisions regarding pay resulted in
changes to effective dates of some pay reviews and in a small number of cases shortened
the length of the awards in question to less than 12 months.

Table 5 Examples of retail pay awards in 2020
Organisation

%
rise
3.3

rise in hourly rates

1 February 2020

Employees
covered
28,000 employees

Asda
Supermarkets
B&Q

2.0

rise in hourly rates

1 April 2020

100,000 employees

2.0

7-month award

1 September 2020

Boots UK

5.52

for majority of staff

1 April 2020

2,600 managers and
head-office staff
43,000 employees

BP Express

5.0

C & J Clark
International
Casual Dining
Group
Co-operative
Group
Co-operative
Group
Costa Coffee

0.0

Aldi Stores

Effective date

1 April 2020
pay freeze

1 January 2020

5,000 hourly-paid
employees
1,900 salaried staff

6.2

1 April 2020

5.4

1 April 2020

6,000 hourly-paid
employees
45,000 employees

2.5

1 April 2020

20,000 managers

1 April 2020

16,189 employees

1 April 2020
1 April 2020

13,577 hourly-paid
employees
4,500 employees

on paybill; 63,000
sales and warehouse
assistants received
3.3%, with lower rises
on average for more
senior staff
rise in hourly rates

1 April 2020

80,000 employees

1 March 2020

for most staff; range
4.6%-6.5%

1 April 2020

19,000 hourly-paid
employees
27,000 hourly-paid
employees

5.05

Debenhams
Retail
Harrods

4.34

John Lewis
Partnership

2.43

Lidl

3.3

Mitchells &
Butlers

6.2

9

Comments

pay freeze for salaried
staff
average increase

2.0
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Organisation

Comments

Ocado

%
rise
3.0

Pendragon

0.0

pay freeze

Primark

2.0

1 April 2020

Primark

0.0

1 December 2020

Sainsbury's
Supermarkets
Sainsbury's
Supermarkets
T.J. Morris
Limited
Tesco Stores

1.1

8 March 2020

1.1

8 March 2020

34,000 hourly-paid
employees
1000 white-collar
staff
128,000 hourly-paid
staff
20,472 salaried staff
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1 April 2020

24,000 employees

3.3

4 October 2020

Tesco Stores

2.7

5 July 2020

227,000 hourly-paid
employees
23,000 salaried staff

The Disney
Store
The Southern
Co-operative
The Southern
Co-operative
TJX Europe

3.0

1 January 2020

1,000 employees

6.2

1 April 2020

3.0

1 April 2020

2.0

1 April 2020

4,000 hourly-paid
employees
500 managers and
head office staff
36,000 employees

Travis Perkins

2.0

1 January 2020

Whitbread
Group
Wickes

5.91

27 March 2020

4.0

1 April 2020

Wickes

1.5

Wilko Retail

5.2

1.2.

average increase; merit
range 1.5% to 2%
for most staff

Effective date

Employees covered

1 April 2020

11,689 warehouse
staff and drivers
7,500 employees

1 April 2020

1 January 2020
1 April 2020

20,000 salaried
employees
23,300 hourly-paid
staff (25+)
4,660 hourly-paid
employees
2,495 support and
management staff
13,606 hourly-paid
employees

Prospects for pay in 2021

In the coming year, a key, if modest, upward pressure on pay in the sector will be the National
Living Wage (NLW), which is set to rise by 2.2% on 1 April 2021. While this is the lowest
percentage increase since it was introduced in 2016 for workers aged 25 and over, the rate
now also applies to 23- and 24-year-olds. The 2.2% increase means that the statutory rate
will rise by 19p to £8.91 an hour. Meanwhile the rate for workers aged 21 and 22 will
increase by 16p to £8.36. Younger workers aged 18 to 20 will see the statutory floor rise by
11p to £6.56 an hour, and for those aged 16 and 17 the minimum will be increased by 7p
with the rate here rising to £4.62 an hour.

10
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Table 6 Statutory minimum wage increases effective 1 April 2021
Age band
NLW (23+)*

April 2020
£8.72

April 2021
£8.91

21-22 rate

£8.20

18-20 rate
16-17 rate
*Was 25+ in 2020.

Increase £

19p

Increase %
2.2%

£8.36

16p

2.0%

£6.45

£6.56

11p

1.7%

£4.55

£4.62

7p

1.5%

Source: Low Pay Commission

The Living Wage calculated by the Living Wage Foundation, sometimes known as the ‘real
living wage’, is also an upward pressure, though in a less direct way than the NLW since it is
voluntary. The voluntary rate is an estimate of the wage needed for a socially acceptable
standard of living. It is higher than the NLW and is calculated independently every year. The
Living Wage is currently estimated at £9.50 an hour outside London and £10.85 an hour in
London for workers aged 18 and over and employers accredited by the Living Wage
Foundation have until 1 May 2021 to implement this increase. While not officially accredited,
Lidl increased its hourly rate of pay to match the voluntary amount on 1 March 2021.

Pay pressures
Diverse trading conditions during the national lockdowns and in areas covered by the tier
system of social restrictions across the UK have put pressure on the retail industry in
different ways, resulting in a varied pay landscape. On the one hand the pandemic has
boosted activity in the food retail and fast food areas but on the other hand it has resulted in
a significant loss of trade for non-food retailers and pubs and restaurants. Many hospitality
businesses and those retailers classified as ‘non-essential’, such as high-street clothing
outlets, are more likely to have frozen basic pay or awarded a lower increase to employees
than other ‘essential’ retailers, such as supermarkets, DIY stores and outlets selling both
food and home products, such as Poundland. This pressure is likely to continue in 2021.
Among the retail and hospitality employers that took part in our research on how the
pandemic has affected pay decisions, over three-quarters (76%) indicated that their 2021
pay award will be the same or lower than 2020, and all rises are likely to be under 3%.

Competition from online businesses has also put pressure on retailers during recent years.
This has increased exponentially since the start of the pandemic and affects parts of the
11
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sector in different ways but is perhaps most acute in various parts of non-food retail. While
most food retailers grew their online business in 2020 to accommodate more home
deliveries and complement their in-store sales, many traditional non-food retailers face
competition from online businesses offering similar products at a lower price.

The shift to online trading in parts of the sector, while it will reduce labour costs overall as
fewer people are employed than in shops, could produce upward pressure on pay for
particular roles, as diverse as driving, warehousing, data analytics and online marketing. The
UK’s exit from the EU may have a negative impact on the supply of labour and this could also
exert upward pressure on pay. However, the increase in labour supply from the closure of
big high-street names such as Debenhams and Topshop could offset this.

Pressure to address pay gaps relating to gender and ethnicity remains. In the retail sector,
differences in pay between warehouse staff (mostly male) and retail staff (mostly female) is
still in focus as part of the ongoing equal pay claims against the ‘big four’ supermarkets –
Asda, Morrisons, Sainsbury’s and Tesco. Meanwhile the worldwide Black Lives Matter
movement has pushed the challenge of calculating and tackling ethnicity pay gaps to the
forefront of many HR agendas. The eventual impact on retailers’ approaches to pay remains
to be seen.

In recent years, employers have found ways to offset the rising statutory floor by cutting back
on other elements of reward packages or reducing labour costs in different ways, eg via
restructuring and redundancies. However, these offsetting measures may have reached their
limit and in any case, the pressures to do so have eased following the announcement of a
2.2% increase in 2021 – much lower than the original projected growth for 2021 of around
5.6%, which would have brought the minimum hourly-rate to around £9.21.
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1.3.

Labour market

The UK labour market has been badly affected by the current global health crisis and
associated downturn, with unemployment higher than previously at around 5%. Parts of
retail and most of hospitality have been especially hard hit by lockdown measures, the
impact of which is evident in the labour market statistics. ONS estimates showed that the
number of people on organisation payrolls in February this year was some 693,000 lower
than at the same point last year. Of this decrease, 368,000 is accounted for by the
accommodation and food service activities sector, and 123,000 by the wholesale and retail
trade sector, In other words, over half of the decline was in hotels and hospitality, with a
further fifth in the wider retail sector.

A key question relates to those retail sector roles that are currently furloughed, mainly – but
not all – in hospitality. After arts, entertainment and recreation at 61%, accommodation and
food services was showing the next largest proportion of staff on partial or furlough leave at
around 50% in official data for 25 February 2021. The comparable figure for the sector
defined as ‘wholesale and retail trade; repair of motor vehicles and motorcycles’ was 23%.
To put these figures in perspective, just 3% of staff in health and social care were on furlough
at this time, 4% in professional, scientific and technical activities, 5% in construction, 5% in
utilities and 6% in manufacturing, while in information and communications the proportion
was a little higher at 8%. Transportation and storage, which forms part of retail supply chains,
is probably an intermediate case with a furlough rate of 17%.

If restrictions are eased these roles might be expected to be resumed as before, but some
economic commentators are concerned about the possibility that economic demand might
not be strong enough to retain all jobs across retail and associated sectors. The future path
of the pandemic and the success or otherwise of vaccination programmes in the UK and
worldwide will be critical here.

The pandemic and its aftermath could also make a number of issues that were already
relevant to the retail labour market even more pertinent. Perhaps the most high-profile of
these is the increased importance of online sales, and the associated expansion of
warehousing and deliveries. As companies increase their operations in these areas, and take
13
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on extra staff to facilitate this, such moves could have an impact on the balance between
internal and external labour markets and approaches to pay, in terms of both levels and
structuring.

Skilled drivers are harder to recruit and retain than other roles, and better pay can often help
reduce such difficulties. In addition, warehousing staff have traditionally been paid more
than comparable roles on the sales/shopfloor side, as the current equal pay case at Asda
highlights. Given the labour shortages on the logistics side, it will be difficult for firms to
respond to equal value imperatives by ‘levelling down’, that is, by reducing pay for those in
traditionally male-dominated roles, as has been done in other sectors such as local
government. Greater numbers of these types of roles at retailers might prompt a new
examination of how pay is structured across companies. Allied to this is the fact that the
pandemic has boosted the status of roles such as delivery drivers and supermarket cashiers,
now regarded as ‘key workers’ alongside traditional incumbents such as care staff (also,
ironically enough, low-paid). This might add to pressure for better pay and conditions for staff
in these jobs.

For food services, the spread of rapid delivery by courier could provide the so-called ‘gig
economy’ with a boost. The court judgement in the case of minicab firm Uber is relevant here.
In brief, it means that employers can no longer classify staff as ‘contractors’ with no
employment rights, but they must instead be regarded as ‘workers’ and must be paid at least
the minimum wage and holiday pay as well. On the face of it, the ruling would seem to
represent a serious blow to the gig economy and its associated practices. But perhaps the
main players are down rather than out, with any change that would permanently benefit
workers requiring primary legislation. And neither does the ruling cover minimum or zero
hours contracts, practices that are commonplace in retail. So as with many apparently
historical developments, it is probably still too early to tell what the longer-term effects of
the ruling might be.

A related issue is that of automation. Will employers look to introduce even more
mechanisation to the sector? Whether they do so will partly depend on firms’ willingness to
invest in developments here, which in comparison to the financing of online expansion has

14
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been less in evidence, apart from the spread of self-checkout terminals. One of the reasons
for this is that pay for most jobs in the sector is comparatively low and looks set to remain so
in the short term, with the latest rise in the statutory minimum lower than originally
anticipated. The relatively low cost of labour means that one of the incentives for greater
automation is therefore lacking. But if labour market changes, in the wake of Brexit (see
below), produce staffing shortages, that could change, with the spread of robotics in
warehouse settings and possibly even more developments such as those exemplified by
Amazon’s ‘non-checkout’ store in Ealing, West London, which involves collaboration with
Morrisons. If so, what impact will automation of this sort have on both existing jobs and the
labour market more broadly?

Regarding Britain’s departure from the EU, fewer EU migrants coming to live and work in
Britain could exacerbate skills shortages, especially in the critical area of warehousing and
distribution, as mentioned above. Employers will be less fitted to meet this challenge without
maintaining a focus on pay and conditions and improving them or at least maintaining their
competitiveness.

Lockdown measures have also affected growth in average earnings, notably for those in retail
and hospitality. In this sector, the annual rate of growth in average earnings has fluctuated
over the past year, going negative between April and September in 2020 under the impact of
the pandemic as large numbers of staff were furloughed on 80% of earnings, and then
rebounding relatively strongly in the autumn and winter as the economy came out of the first
lockdown. The Office for National Statistics has interpreted the recovery in earnings growth
as strongly linked to changes in the composition of the workforce, particularly as significant
numbers of lower-paid workers have lost their jobs, with this tending to boost the average.
But while this is an important part of the picture, it is not the entire story. For instance, the
earnings growth figures for the retail and hospitality sector rose to 4.2% in the year to
December, but the next release, for the year to January showed a drop to 3.2% in the year.

15
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Table 7 Average weekly earnings growth in retail, January 2020 to January 2021
Growth in regular pay,
3-month average %
January 20

1.9

Growth in bonus
pay, 3-month
average %
5.0

Growth in total
pay, 3-month
average %

February

2.2

1.0

2.1

March

2.3

0.6

2.1

April

0.0

-11.8

-0.8

May

-2.2

-21.4

-3.7

June

-3.9

-26.7

-5.4

July

-3.1

-23.3

-4.4

August

-1.7

-9.9

-2.0

September

-0.2

-4.8

-0.4

October

1.6

2.1

1.7

November

2.8

6.7

3.0

December

3.7

13.0

4.2

January 21

2.8

10.1

3.2

2.1

Source: ONS

Because this sector is the largest in the economy and contains the largest proportion of
lower-paid workers, we might therefore expect any impact on average earnings from fewer
low-paid employees to be greatest here, but that does not appear to be the case, at least not
for the sector as a whole. An element in the current situation that might be acting to mute
earnings growth here could be the recent rise in the numbers of staff on furlough – in many
cases on 80% of earnings. This went from 16.9% to 18.3% in the final fortnight of January,
and although this is still some way below the peak last summer, it had been on a gently rising
trend since the end of last year.
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2. Pay
In this section of the report we look at pay rates for retail assistants, retail specialists and
team leaders, including differences by sub-sector. This chapter also covers rates for younger
workers and manager roles.

2.1.

Retail assistants

Pay rates for retail assistants aged 25 and over are closely aligned to the National Living
Wage (NLW), which was introduced in April 2016 as an additional age-related tier of the
National Minimum Wage (NMW). Across the sector, at the median, the minimum established
rate for these workers is £8.72 – equal to the current NLW rate of £8.72. In our 2019 study,
the median minimum pay rate matched the prevailing NLW rate at £8.21, so the new median
represents an increase of 51p or 6.2%, which is exactly the same as the rise in the NLW.

Table 8 Minimum pay rates for retail assistants
Minimum hourly rate
Lower quartile

£8.72

Median

£8.72

Average

£8.84

Upper quartile

£8.84

Count

54

Source: IDR

However, almost half (46%) of retailers in our sample pay more than £8.21 an hour to their
retail assistants. As a result, our analysis also shows that the average minimum pay rate of
£8.84 is equal to the upper quartile. The average is more susceptible to higher and lower
values (in this case, for minimum rates) than the median. In our figures on basic pay, the
average has been raised, relative to the median, by the fact that 12 of the 54 employers in
the sample have minimum rates greater than £8.84. These are mainly large organisations –
predominantly supermarkets – each employing over 20,000 workers. These sub-sectoral
variations are an important feature of pay in retail and highlight that basic pay continues to
rise, notwithstanding the negative effects of the pandemic.
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As with other sectors of the economy, approaches to the structuring of pay vary with some
retailers operating a system of ‘spot rates’ and others operating salary ranges. In our sample
around a third (35%) operate the former and around two-thirds the latter with no distinct
pattern by sector.
Figure 2 Basic rate for hourly-paid employees, compared to the NLW and VLW*

*Rates applicable at 1 January 2021
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The median maximum hourly pay rate for retail assistants is £8.86 at the median, regardless
of whether spot rates or salary ranges are used. Looking at just those firms operating salary
ranges, the median maximum is higher at £11.60, highlighting that salary ranges provide pay
progression to maximums that are generally higher than most spot rates.
Table 9 Maximum pay rates for retail assistants
Maximum (salary ranges only)

Combined maximum*

Lower quartile

£10.49

£8.72

Median

£11.60

£8.86

Average

£11.92

£9.97

Upper quartile

£12.76

£10.83

18

52

Count

*This column is based on analysis of maximums of salary ranges and spot rates combined.
Source: IDR.

Analysis by sub-sector shows that the highest minimum rates are found within food retail,
where the median minimum is £9.18, compared with £8.72 in non-food retail and retail
catering. Many large organisations in the food retail area have continued to increase hourly
rates for their store assistants above the NLW and some, such Lidl, will continue to do so in
2021. While the non-food retail and retail catering sectors have the same median, the
average rates differ. Pay rates at all but two retail catering employers in our sample match
the National Living Wage (NLW) of £8.72, compared to six non-food retailers.
Table 10 Minimum pay rates for retail assistants by sector
Sector (count)

Median

Average

Food retail (11)

£9.18

£9.09

Non-food retail (20)

£8.72

£8.83

Retail catering (23)

£8.72

£8.73

All (54)

£8.72

£8.84

Source: IDR

The highest maximum rates for retail assistants are found in the retail catering sector where
the median maximum is £9.72 – some £1.00 (11%) higher than the maximum rate in nonfood retail and 52p (6%) higher than in food retail. The highest average maximum rate of
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£10.68 is also found in retail catering, suggesting a wider range of salaries on offer,
compared with food and non-food retail. Workers at retail catering firms are usually required
to have a wider skill set than in other sectors and the roles, particularly those involved in
cooking and preparing food, generally entail more pay progression in order that firms can
retain skilled workers.
Table 11 Maximum pay rates for retail assistants by sector*
Sector (count)

Median

Average

Food retail (11)

£9.20

£9.53

Non-food retail (20)

£8.72

£9.48

Retail catering (21)

£9.72

£10.68

All (52)

£8.86

£9.97

*Includes both maximums of salary bands and spot rates.

2.2.

Source: IDR

Retail team leaders

Differentials for team leaders appear to have been reduced over the last couple of years.
Analysis of pay rates for team leaders shows that the median minimum hourly rate of pay for
this role is £9.12 - an increase of 40p (4.6%) on last year’s median, which is the same
monetary rise we reported in 2019 when the median hourly rate for team leaders also rose
by 40p (4.7%) to £8.83. The latest increase represents a ‘leadership premium’ of 4.6% over
the median for retail assistants – much lower than our last report at 7.6% and highlighting
that hourly rates for team leaders are increasing at a slower rate than those for retail
assistants. Previously, many employers told us that the increasing NLW would make it harder
for them to maintain differentials between leaders and team members, but they nevertheless
had maintained differentials for four out of the last five years. This year the rise in the
statutory floor, coupled with the lockdown and restrictions on retailers, looks to have
affected employers’ capacity to maintain these differentials, at least in the short term.
Looking ahead, the lower NLW rise due in April 2021 will reduce the pressure on differentials
somewhat and further ahead, it could be that a relative recovery sees their restoration.
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Table 12 Minimum pay rates for team leaders
Minimum hourly rate
Lower quartile

£8.72

Median

£9.12

Average

£9.27

Upper quartile

£9.59

Count

29

Source: IDR

As with retail assistants, the structure of pay varies for team leaders. However, team leaders
are more likely than retail assistants to have their pay set in salary ranges, rather than spot
rates, with two-thirds of our sample operating salary ranges for team leaders.

At the maximum, the median rate for team leaders in our sample is £10.72, or £11.50 when
based on just the highest rates at firms operating salary ranges. Both figures are higher than
last year’s medians of £10.30 and £11.00 – by 4% and 5% respectively. This is similar to the
increase in the median minimum rate for team leaders, suggesting that the gap between the
minimum and maximum rates remains the same and salary ranges have not been narrowed
in light of the challenges in maintaining differentials with retail assistants.
Table 13 Maximum pay rates for team leaders
Maximum (salary ranges only)

Combined maximum*

Lower quartile

£10.74

£9.55

Median

£11.50

£10.72

Average

£11.82

£10.94

Upper quartile

£12.79

£12.00

19

29

Count

*This column is based on analysis of maximums of salary ranges and spot rates combined.
Source: IDR.
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2.3.

Minimum rates for young workers

The major supermarkets mostly pay all their staff the same rate regardless of age, but
age-related pay remains common in fast food. Forthcoming changes to the age-related
structure of the National Minimum Wage (NMW) could prompt changes to the approach
taken by retailers (we explore this in more detail in chapter 3). The age rating set by retail
caterers apply to main shopfloor worker grades and young workers in a supervisory or
team leader role will receive higher rates of pay, albeit often with an age structure in place.
Elsewhere in the sector, some non-food retailers pay a single rate to all workers under the
age of 25, for example Wilko, and changes to the NMW categories may impact retailers’
own structures.

The NMW for workers aged 16 and 17 is currently £4.55. Less than two-fifths (38%) of the
retailers in our sample pay this amount as a minimum to staff in this age group, with the
rest paying more. In fact, the median minimum rate for this age group is £6.45, which is
equal to the NMW category for workers aged 18 to 20 years old. For this age cohort, the
age-related structure of the statutory minimum has a much greater influence on the actual
rates paid. Indeed, for the 18-20 age category, the median minimum rate across our
sample matches the statutory minimum wage rate for this age group of £6.45. Finally,
workers in the 21-24 year old category are also likely to be paid in line with the NMW for
their age of £8.20 with three-quarters of retailers paying this amount at the minimum.

Table 14 Minimum pay rates for young workers in retail
16-17

18-20

21-24

Lower quartile

£4.55

£6.45

£8.20

Median

£6.45

£6.45

£8.20

Average

£5.95

£7.01

£8.30

Upper quartile

£6.64

£7.55

£8.23

Count

29

29

24

NMW

£4.55

£6.45

£8.20

Source: IDR
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2.4.

Managers

Pay for retail outlet management staff is mostly dependent on store turnover, although
location, experience and store size also play a role. The size of a store can also affect the
complexity of the management structure. Retailers typically employ supervisors and only a
single manager in smaller stores, while at the largest stores a whole array of supervisory,
floor management, assistant management and store management staff are employed. Retail
store managers tend to report to an area or regional manager, whose responsibility is to
oversee all of a company’s stores in a particular area.

Because of the link to store turnover, the typical salary range for store managers in retail is
likely to vary based on the size of the outlet, and the variations can be considerable. For
example, the median minimum salary for this role at a small unit is £26,250 while the median
maximum salary at a large store is over twice this at around £56,800.

The following tables show the results of our analysis of minimum and maximum salaries for
store managers by store size. Our sample includes store manager roles in food and non-food
retail which we have matched to general manager roles in retail catering outlets on the basic
of equivalent levels of responsibility.
Table 15 Minimum salaries for store managers
Small store

Medium store

Large store

Lower quartile

£23,005

£25,500

£27,362

Median

£26,250

£28,000

£28,250

Average

£29,922

£34,334

£39,417

Upper quartile

£31,800

£40,000

£47,000

19

21

19

Count

23
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Table 16 Maximum salaries for store managers
Small store

Medium store

Large store

Lower quartile

£36,375

£44,800

£49,395

Median

£46,250

£55,000

£56,800

Average

£50,796

£56,481

£65,141

Upper quartile

£57,406

£60,490

£70,500

19

21

19

Count

By sub-sector, starting salaries are marginally higher for store managers in retail catering
than in food and non-food retail. However, the opposite is true at the maximum where
salaries in food and non-food retail are higher than in retail catering due to the wider salary
ranges on offer in the former. The full salary range across all store manager roles in food and
non-food retail is typically between £24,650 and £60,500 – a range of £35,850 at the
median. This compares with a narrower salary range of £28,600 in retail catering.

Table 17 Salaries for store managers in food and non-food retail
Min

Max

Lower quartile

£20,165

£47,943

Median

£24,650

£60,500

Average

£31,575

£69,723

Upper quartile

£34,525

£83,639

12

12

Count
Table 18 Salaries for store managers in retail catering
Min

Max

Lower quartile

£25,294

£53,577

Median

£28,000

£56,600

Average

£27,087

£57,287

Upper quartile

£28,250

£61,878

7

7

Count
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Moving down the distribution, our analysis of salary levels for assistant managers shows that
salaries for these roles typically start at £24,250 a year, rising to a maximum of £34,200.
Salaries for section managers typically start at £22,501, rising to £32,559. By sub-sector,
starting salaries are slightly higher in retail catering than in the food and non-food area for
both roles.

However, as with store managers, the salary ranges are not as wide in catering as in the rest
of the sector. In retail catering, the median maximum salary for an assistant manager is
around £8,000 higher than the median minimum, compared to food and non-food retail
where salaries can double in some cases as a result of progression from the bottom to the
top of the range. For section managers, the typical salary range for this role is also widest in
food and non-food retail. The difference in median salary range is almost £12,000 in the subsector, compared to retail catering where the median salary range is £22,794 to £31,001 –
a gap of £8,207.

Table 19 Median salaries for assistant managers in retail
Min

Max

All (13)

£24,250

£34,200

Food and non-food (6)

£20,400

£47,000

Retail catering (6)

£24,750

£33,200

Table 20 Median salaries for section managers in retail
Min

Max

All (12)

£22,501

£32,559

Food and non-food (6)

£22,000

£33,780

Retail catering (6)

£22,794

£31,001
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3. NMW and NLW developments
The National Living Wage (NLW) was introduced in April 2016 as a higher statutory minimum
rate for workers aged 25 and above. Following an initial four-year period of above-inflation
increases that brought the NLW to the level of 60% of median earnings, the Government’s
current objective for the NLW, confirmed in the Spring 2020 Budget (at a time when the full
extent of the potential economic effects of the COVID-19 pandemic was perhaps not yet
evident), was for it to reach two-thirds of median earnings by 2024 (subject to sustained
economic growth). In tandem with this, the age threshold for the NLW was to reduce in two
stages, to 23 from April 2021 and to 21 from 2024. (Research conducted by IDR in 2020 on
behalf of the Low Pay Commission for the 2021 uprating, which included seven major
retailers, found that this latter change was of little concern to many employers in low-paying
sectors.)

The NLW rose by 6.2% in April 2020, to £8.72, and with this reached the initial target of 60%
of median earnings (although due to weaker than expected earnings growth its monetary
value is somewhat lower than the £9ph forecast back in 2016).
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Figure 3 Increases in the adult statutory minimum

The Government’s subsequent target for the NLW would – in a more stable economic climate
and therefore with a smoother trajectory towards the 67% point – have entailed rises in the
NLW of around 5% each year. The Low Pay Commission, which advises the Government on
the level of the NLW, was originally working towards a figure in the region of £9.21 for the
NLW from April 2021. However, the rate will now increase by just 19p or 2.2%, to £8.92,
reflecting the impact the pandemic has had on the economy, and particularly on low-paying
sectors such as hospitality and non-food retail. The National Minimum Wage (NMW) rates for
workers aged under 23 are likewise set to rise by comparatively modest amounts relative to
previous years. Workers aged 21-22 will see the hourly rate for their age group rise by 2.0%
from £8.20 to £8.36 an hour. The minimum for those aged 18-20 will rise by 1.7% to £6.56,
and for those aged 16-17 will rise by 1.5% to £4.62.
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At present, and despite the economic impact of the pandemic and the low level of the latest
raise, the intention remains to work towards a target of two-thirds of median earnings by
2024. However, a potential drop in the level of median earnings compared with previous
estimates could see the NLW in 2024 – which by that point will cover all workers aged 21
and over – fall considerably from initial predictions: the latest forecasts from the Office for
Budget Responsibility have revised this figure down from £10.69 to £10.10 (with an
indicative 2022 value of £9.24). The LPC’s own current best estimate for the statutory
minimum, meanwhile, would see it rise by 51p (5.7%) to £9.41 (with a likely range of 7p
above or below this figure) in 2022 and to £10.33 (with a likely range of 23p) in 2024.

3.1.

Impact on minimum pay rates

Our research has shown that, in the five years since it came into effect, the NLW has had a
strong influence on minimum pay rates in the retail sector. Median minimum pay rates across
the sector as a whole have been identical to the prevailing statutory minimum (£7.20, £7.50,
£7.83, £8.21 and £8.72 in this latest research) in each year since the NLW’s introduction,
although differences between sub-sectors have persisted.

As in previous years, the £8.72 median for the whole retail sector is heavily influenced by the
relatively large number of retail catering employers, and to a certain extent non-food
retailers, in the sample that peg their lowest pay rates to the statutory minimum. This
approach is influenced by the nature of the labour market in retail catering, which is mainly
part-time and dominated by students and young people, with relatively high turnover.
Meanwhile food retailers pay some way above the official floor and have offset the increases
in their lowest rates by making changes to other aspects of pay and conditions, such as bonus
schemes. Many employers across the sector as a whole have eliminated starter rates, often
because of the greater costs involved in providing progression at this stage of a role at a time
when the legal minimum has been subject to successive above-inflation increases. Still more
retailers have seen differentials between the main shopfloor grades and their immediate
supervisors come under pressure.

At several larger retailers, basic rates are some way above the NLW. This is especially true of
food retail, where only two companies we monitored tie their minimum rates to the statutory
28
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minimum and four use the higher voluntary Living Wage (VLW), which is set by the Living
Wage Foundation and seeks to be more representative of true living costs, as a reference
point for setting pay rates, as explained in more detail below. The recommended VLW rose
by 20p (2.2%) to £9.50 an hour for all staff aged 18 or over (£10.85 for those in London) in
November 2020 and Living Wage employers have until 1 May 2021 to implement this
increase. There are over 7,000 accredited Living Wage employers overall, including over 200
retailers that are formally recognised by the Foundation as Living Wage employers – typically
smaller companies but the list also includes such employers as Cook, IKEA and Richer
Sounds.

Some other retailers are not officially accredited as Living Wage employers – they may be
deterred by the scheme’s requirement to ensure on-site contractors such as cleaners are
also paid the VLW or have concerns over its long-term affordability, for example – but, as
already mentioned, tend to use the VLW as a reference point for setting pay rates. Lidl, for
example, has regularly set minimum pay rates at the level of the VLW in recent years, while
Aldi’s minimum rates have been 5 to 10pph above the voluntary rate. As such, the latest
increases at these chains saw Aldi’s minimum pay rate rise from £9.40 to £9.55 in February,
while Lidl’s minimum rose from £9.30 to £9.50 from March.

Meanwhile Morrisons is set to be the first supermarket to break the £10 an hour barrier, with
minimum rates for established staff increasing to this level, from the current £9.20 an hour,
with effect from April 2021. Three-quarters of the increase at Morrisons represents direct
payroll investment while a quarter will be funded by reallocating the budget for the previous
annual discretionary bonus scheme. However, the retailer has not sought VLW accreditation.

While median pay rates across retail are in line with the NLW at £8.72, there is considerable
variation between the various sub-sectors. Food retail retains its lead on the rest of the
sector, with an overall median of £9.18 thanks in part to the VLW-influenced rates at Aldi and
Lidl and rates of £9.30 at both Tesco and Sainsbury’s.
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Table 21 Movements in minimum adult established rates (starter rates in brackets)
Company

Sector

2020/2021

2019/2020

Increase

Aldi

Food retail

£9.30*

£9.10

2.2%

Argos

Non-food

£8.80

£8.50

3.5%

retail
Asda

Food retail

£9.18

£9.00

2.0%

B&Q

Non-food

£8.72

£8.35

4.4%

£9.18

£8.70

5.5%

£9.30

£8.40

10.7%

retail
Boots

Non-food
retail

BP Express

Non-food
retail

Greggs

Retail catering

£8.84

£8.38

5.5%

Lidl

Food retail

£9.30**

£9.00

3.3%

Marston's

Retail catering

£8.72

£8.21

6.2%

McDonald's

Retail catering

£8.72

£8.30

5.1%

Mitchells &

Retail catering

£8.72

£8.21

6.2%

Morrisons***

Food retail

£9.20

£9.00

2.2%

Sainsbury's

Food retail

£9.30

£9.20

1.1%

Wilko

Non-food

£8.72

£8.29

5.2%

Butlers

retail
*Increase to £9.55 on 1 February 2021. **Increased to £9.50 in March 2021. ***Increases to £10
in April 2021.

The median rate in non-food retail, meanwhile, is now in line with the NLW, having been 14p
above it in 2018/19 (this finding is mirrored in our research for the Low Pay Commission,
which found that around a quarter of lower-paying organisations, predominantly retailers,
had seen differentials between their lowest rates and the NLW eliminated altogether with
the 2020 uprating). But the median continues to obscure a range of approaches, with over a
third of the non-food retailers in our sample – Argos, Boots, BP Express, Holland & Barrett,
John Lewis and TJ Morris, setting their main pay rates above, and in some cases some way
above, the NLW. But as can be seen in the tables above and below, many employers in this
sub-sector now pay at, or just above, the level of the NLW. This list also includes Marks &
30
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Spencer, which we have included as non-food retail, though their food offering is significant.
As already mentioned, pay rates in retail catering also generally follow statutory minimum
rates, which accounts for the median pay rate of £8.72 here. A notable exception is Greggs,
which pays £8.84.

Table 22 Minimum established adult rates by company and retail sub-sector
Company

Sector

Aldi

Food retail

£9.40*

Asda

Food retail

£9.18

Co-operative Group

Food retail

£9.00

Iceland

Food retail

£8.72

Lidl

Food retail

£9.30**

Morrisons

Food retail

£9.20***

Sainsbury's

Food retail

£9.30

Southern Co-operative

Food retail

£8.72

Waitrose

Food retail

£9.10

Argos

Non-food retail

£8.80

B&Q

Non-food retail

£8.72

Boots

Non-food retail

£9.18

BP Express

Non-food retail

£9.30

Cancer Research UK

Non-food retail

£8.72

Clarks

Non-food retail

£8.72

Clinton Cards

Non-food retail

£8.72

Holland & Barrett

Non-food retail

£8.72

John Lewis

Non-food retail

£9.10

Marks & Spencer

Non-food retail

£8.72

New Look

Non-food retail

£8.72

Next

Non-food retail

£8.72

Pets at Home

Non-food retail

£8.72

Poundland

Non-food retail

£8.72

T.J. Morris

Non-food retail

£9.22

Wilko

Non-food retail

£8.72

Domino’s

Retail catering

£8.72

Greggs

Retail catering

£8.84
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Company

Sector

2020/2021

Marston's Inns and Taverns

Retail catering

£8.72

McDonald's

Retail catering

£8.72

Mitchells & Butlers

Retail catering

£8.72

*Increased to £9.55 on 1 February 2021. **Increased to £9.50 in March 2021. ***Increases to £10
on 5 April 2021.

3.2.

NLW impact on starter rates and differentials

The use of temporary rates for new starters declined markedly with the introduction of the
NLW and just four organisations in our sample (9%) still include such rates in their pay
structures – well below the 60% of retailers that were operating starter rates in 2014, before
the introduction of the higher minimum.

Such rates are typically paid for up to the first three months of employment – when staff
turnover rates can be at their highest – while trainees develop the skills to become fully
competent in their role before moving onto the ‘established’ rate. However, the relatively
steep successive increases in statutory minimum rates, and therefore the increased cost
involved in maintaining this form of progression for staff, have prompted many retailers to
end this type of distinction within their pay structures.

Table 23 Starter and established rates at organisations with both
Company

Starter rate

Established rate

Greggs

£8.72

£8.84

Morrisons

£8.80

£9.20

John Lewis/Waitrose

£8.87

£9.10

Perhaps more significantly, since the introduction of the NLW, many employers have raised
concerns about how they can sustain meaningful pay differentials between retail assistants
and team leaders, to avoid a detrimental effect on morale among incumbents of the latter
key grade. Nonetheless, in recent years they have managed to do so, in some cases by
streamlining pay and grading systems and removing or merging supervisory grades. As such,
the ‘leadership premium’ for team leaders and supervisors, over the median for retail
assistants, stood at 7.6% in both 2018 and 2019. In the latest year, with the median
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minimum hourly rate for team leaders standing at £9.12 (an increase of 40p or 4.6% on the
previous year’s median), the leadership premium has fallen to 4.6%. This may indicate that
options for overhauling pay systems have now been exhausted. Our research for the LPC
found examples of some employers who had maintained differentials at the same monetary
value, but this inevitably means they are worth less in percentage terms. However, the more
modest increase in the statutory floor in April 2021 may ease the pressure on differentials in
the short term.

3.3.

How employers might react to future increases in the NLW

Where organisations we interviewed as part of our research for the LPC had modelled
increases in the NLW for the next few years, this was on the basis of the stated target of twothirds of median earnings by 2024, with many assuming that the 2021 uplift would be at a
similar level to those seen in recent years. Some of these indicated that comprehensive
changes to pay structures for hourly-paid staff might be necessary to accommodate future
rises. However, despite planning for an above-inflationary rise, many actively called for the
LPC to recognise the economic impact of the pandemic on businesses in the low-paying
sectors when setting this year’s increase. As such, they are likely to have welcomed the more
modest increase in the statutory minimum for 2021 relative to recent years.
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4. Holidays and hours
4.1.

Holidays

The most common basic annual holiday entitlement for retail assistants and team leaders
among our survey respondents is 30 days including eight public holidays (or 22 days
excluding public holidays), which is two days more than the statutory minimum entitlement
of 28 days including bank holidays. The typical entitlement for managers, meanwhile, is
higher at 33 days including public holidays. Nearly all retailers offer the same level of
entitlement regardless of seniority. However, a few, such as Aldi, offer five additional days of
basic leave to their store managers.

Over half (56%) of employers across our sample improve on the statutory minimum for retail
assistants and team leaders. However, this is more common in the food and non-food
sectors where the median basic holiday entitlement typically exceeds the statutory minimum
by two days for retail assistants and three days for team leaders. By contrast, most staff in
retail catering tend to receive the basic 28 days only. But some employers offer more
generous holiday entitlement, such as B&Q, Cancer Research and Nando’s, all of which
provide 33 days’ basic entitlement.

Employers typically increase holiday entitlement for retail assistants by three days after five
years of service. Some firms, such as Southern Co-op, offer an additional four days at this
point, bringing eligible employees’ entitlement up to 35 days’ leave including bank holidays.
Team leaders typically receive an additional four days of annual leave entitlement. Servicerelated increases are lower for managers, with annual holiday entitlement typically rising by
two days after five years.
Table 24 Basic holiday entitlement in retail, including bank holidays
Median (days)

Average (days)

Retail assistants

30

30

Retail team leaders

30

30

Retail managers

33

32

34
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Table 25 Service entitlement in retail, including bank holidays
Median (days)

Average (days)

Retail assistants

33

32

Retail team leaders

34

33

Retail managers

35

35

4.2.

Hours

When it comes to basic working hours, full-time contracts are typically 39 hours a week for
retail assistants and team leaders and 42 hours for retail managers. There is some variation
in contracted hours between the different sub-sectors, with weekly hours typically longest
in retail catering. In this sub-sector, contracted hours are 40 at the median for retail
assistants and 48 for managers.

Table 26 Working hours for retail assistants and team leaders, by sector
Median contracted hours pw
All retail

39

Food retail

39

Non-food retail

38.75

Retail catering

40

Table 27 Working hours for retail managers, by sector
Median contracted hours pw
All retail

39

Food retail

39

Non-food retail

39

Retail catering

48

35
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