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Background: The Ready for the Job Initiative

This report is an integral part of the Ready for the Job initiative, which began in 2002 to determine the 
skill needs of New Jersey’s employers. The goal of Ready for the Job is to improve alignment between 
the workforce needs of employers and the preparation of potential and current workers by provid-
ing timely and accurate information about employer skill needs to policymakers, educators, counsel-
ors, job seekers, students, and others.

The Ready for the Job initiative, a joint effort of the New Jersey State Employment and Training Com-
mission, the New Jersey Department of Labor and Workforce Development, and the New Jersey 
Department of Education, uses industry advisory groups, interviews and focus groups with employ-
ers, and analysis of all available data to profile the workforce and skill requirements of key industries 
and occupations.

Two fundamental assumptions underlying Ready for the Job are: 

A skilled workforce is essential to the state’s economic growth, and• 

In order to fully participate in the economy, the state’s residents must possess the skills employ-• 
ers need.

Ready for the Job reports have focused on the skill and workforce requirements of key industries in 
the state including:

Health Care• 

Construction• 

Hospitality/Tourism• 

Manufacturing• 

Utilities/Infrastructure• 

Finance• 

Results and reports from the Ready for the Job initiative are distributed through the NJNextStop 
website, www.njnextstop.org. NJNextStop is the State of New Jersey’s primary career guidance Inter-
net portal for high school students, counselors, teachers, and parents.

Primary authors for this report were Jennifer Cleary, Maria Heidkamp, and Aaron Fichtner, Ph. D. 
Robb C. Sewell, with assistance from Charyl Staci Yarbrough, Ph.D., edited and designed the report.

• Information Technology

• Transportation

• Public Health/Disaster Management

• Retail

• Port Newark/Elizabeth Marine Terminal
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Executive Summary

T
he retail industry, a cornerstone of 
New Jersey’s economy, is chang-
ing in ways that affect the skills 
and education workers need to be 
successful. With access to consum-

ers in the tri-state area and nearly a half-million 
jobs (470,000 or 12% of all jobs statewide),1 
retail is the largest private employer in the state, 
and it continues to grow. Like other industries 
in today’s fast-paced economy, the retail sector 
is changing in response to technology, competi-
tion, and globalization. Industry consolidation, 
emerging business models, and the increasing 
reliance on technology are reshaping the retail 
workplace and increasing the skill require-
ments for many jobs. These changes require that 
employers, workers, and education and training 
institutions that prepare retail workers adapt 
accordingly.

This report explores the changing skill and edu-
cation needs of the modern retail workplace. It 
identifies key skills employers now require from 
their workforce, trends driving employer skill 
needs, and other workforce challenges employ-
ers face. The report also identifies jobs that 
employers report the most difficulty finding and 
keeping skilled workers. Findings are based on 
input from an industry advisory group of New 
Jersey retail employers and industry experts, 
background interviews with state and national 
retail industry experts, and reviews of labor 
market information, state and national websites, 
and industry and scholarly literature. See the 
Appendix for a list of employers consulted.

Several Industry Trends are 
Driving Changes in the Skill   
Requirements for Jobs in the 
Retail Industry 

A range of factors contribute to difficulties 
employers face attracting, retaining, and prepar-
ing skilled workers to fill jobs at all levels of the 
organization — from customer-facing positions 
in retail stores, to managers and corporate 

positions. These factors include the industry’s 
comparatively low starting wages for many jobs, 
a lack of awareness among job seekers about 
job requirements and career paths, competition 
for workers among firms, changing workforce 
demographics, and the high-skill requirements 
for some jobs, such as pharmacists.

However, several key trends in today’s fast-
changing marketplace are also contributing 
to employers’ difficulties maintaining a skilled 
workforce, as they are shifting and increasing 
the skills most workers need to succeed in the 
industry and to assist employers to be com-
petitive in an increasingly complex economy. 
Employers note four key industry trends that 
are driving many of the changes in the skill and 
education requirements of retail jobs: 

Two dominant business models 1. 
have emerged in the retail mar-
ketplace that have differing effects 
on skill requirements for customer 
service workers. Divergent consumer 
demands have led to the development of 
two primary business models — the “self-
service” and “high-touch” models. Self-ser-
vice model stores emphasize low cost and 
quick service. In high-touch model stores, 
workers concentrate on providing superior 
customer service as an added value to their 
customers. While back office operations for 
the two models remain similar, each model 
places different demands on customer-facing 
workers such as cashiers, salespeople, and 
customer care specialists. Customer ser-
vice oriented workers in self-service model 
stores need to deliver quick, but effective, 
service for the customer. Basic customer 
service skills and a fast, efficient work style 
are needed to succeed in these workplaces. 
By contrast, workers in high-touch model 
stores need sophisticated sales, customer 
service, teamwork, and other communica-
tion skills, as well as superior knowledge, 
and applicable certifications, regarding the 
company’s products.  
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Industry-wide consolidation is 2. 
changing the structure of career 
paths. More efficient, “just-in-time” de-
livery processes and changes in consumer 
demand have led to increased consolida-
tion across the retail industry, fostering the 
growth of large discount stores and mass 
retailers. This consolidation has changed 
retail jobs and career paths. Experts report 
that many low- and mid-level supervisory 
jobs, which many frontline workers have 
relied on to advance their careers, are 
diminishing.2  Workers looking to advance 
need superior business, communication, 
customer service, and leadership skills and, 
in a growing number of cases, a postsecond-
ary degree.  As one employer notes, many 
workers need the skills “to think, act, and do 
like a manager.”

The increasing use of technology 3. 
in the workplace is creating new 
types of jobs in the industry and 
changing job functions. The grow-
ing use of technology to improve efficiency 
and training in the retail workplace has also 
created new jobs for workers to install, 
maintain, and repair equipment. Many new 
technologies, such as infrared price scan-
ners that eliminate the need for a worker 
to affix price labels to products and mer-
chandise, have changed job responsibilities. 
Workers who used to spend hours engaged 
in routine job tasks that have now been 
replaced by technology are increasingly 
expected to engage in marketing, sales, or 
customer service tasks. Workers of all types 
now need basic information technology 
skills to operate various types of technology 
— from computerized inventory systems, 
to scanners, to electronic payment sys-
tems needed to perform on the job. More 
information technology repair staff are also 
needed at many facilities. Entry-level work-
ers also need higher levels of marketing, 
sales, problem-solving, and customer service 
skills as old, routine tasks are replaced by 
technology and job tasks switch to more 
customer- and marketing-oriented tasks.    

The growth of e-commerce is cre-4. 
ating new types of jobs in the in-
dustry. E-commerce, and “e-tailing,” in par-
ticular, is a small but growing segment of the 
retail industry. Both e-commerce employers 
and traditional retailers that have an online 
component to their business. Customer 
service staff engaged with e-commerce 
systems need the skills to communicate 
effectively with customers using information 
technology and telephone systems. Technical 
workers need strong Internet and informa-
tion technology skills, and those involved in 
website design also need retail marketing 
knowledge.

 

The Priority Skill Needs of New 
Jersey’s Retail Employers  

Overall, the industry trends noted above are 
increasing the skills and education employers 
demand of their workers today. New Jersey’s 
retail employers stress several important skills 
that are becoming increasingly important for 
workers to acquire across a range of job titles 
to respond effectively to the changing nature of 
the retail industry.  These priority employer skill 
needs are: 

Strong customer service, commu-• 
nication, and interpersonal skills to 
interact effectively with customers, co-
workers, supervisors, suppliers, and others;
Problem-solving and critical think-• 
ing skills for independent decision-making 
that improves customer service and/or 
company profits;
Teamwork skills• , especially to help 
achieve key department, store, and company 
sales goals;
Basic business, sales, and market-• 
ing knowledge and understanding of 
retail operations and the retail supply chain;
Information technology skills•  to op-
erate a growing array of technology on the 
job, including e-commerce technology; and
Particularly strong leadership, • 
innovation, communication, and 
business skills are needed to advance 
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to supervisory positions (employers also 
increasingly prefer a college degree for all 
but entry-level management positions).

Workers in customer service positions, such as 
cashiers and retail salespersons, which make up 
two-thirds of industry jobs, also require varying 
levels of customer service skills, as well as conflict 
management skills to handle difficult co-workers 
and customers effectively. These workers also 
need basic marketing knowledge to design prod-
uct displays, and, in some stores, workers also 
need in-depth product knowledge of high-tech, 
or otherwise complex, goods and services. 

Employers have difficulty addressing gaps in 
the skills noted above in a wide range of jobs, 
including:

Cashiers• 
Drivers/Delivery Drivers• 
Retail Salespersons• 
Security Guards/Loss Prevention Managers• 

First-Line Supervisors/Managers of Retail • 
Sales Workers
Pharmacists• 
Electronic Home Entertainment Equipment • 
Installers
Repairers/Home Appliance Installers• 
Computer Support/Microsoft Certified Sup-• 
port Technicians
Purchasing Managers/Supply Chain Managers• 

New Jersey’s state agencies and schools at all 
levels must work together to ensure that train-
ing and education in the state addresses the 
changing foundational skill needs of the state’s 
key employers, including those in the retail 
industry. In addition to helping employers to 
compete and remain profitable, ensuring that 
workers have access to appropriate training 
will allow low-income workers to gain the skills 
and knowledge that will allow them to advance 
to positions of higher pay and authority both 
within and outside of the retail industry.  
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T
he retail industry is a primary driver 
of New Jersey’s economy.  At both 
the state and national level, retail 
is the largest private employer.3 
Nationally, retail employers provided 

15.2 million jobs in 2005,4 accounting for 11.6% 
of all employment.5 In New Jersey, the retail 
industry employed 471,600 workers in 2005, or 
nearly 12% of the state’s workforce.6

Nationally, the retail industry is expected to 
grow through 2014, though at a slower rate 
than the average for all industries (11% versus 
14.8% for all industries). This growth is project-
ed to add nearly 1.7 million jobs to the national 
economy.7

The state’s economy is expected to grow 
slower than the national average across all 
industries (10.1% in New Jersey versus 14.8% 
nationally from 2004-2014). Growth in retail 

industry employment is expected to lag only 
slightly behind employment growth for all in-
dustries in the state (9.2% in retail versus 10.1% 
overall). However, by 2014, this will still mean an 
additional 42,900 jobs may be available in New 
Jersey’s retail sector.

Types of Retail Businesses  

Retail firms purchase goods for resale to con-
sumers. The industry’s focus on reselling items 
directly to the public distinguishes retailers from 
wholesalers, which resell goods to retailers, and 
establishments in the agriculture, manufacturing, 
and construction industries. Businesses that are 
involved in processing or other service activities 
that are incidental to the resale of goods, includ-
ing optical goods stores that grind lenses, and 
seafood and meat markets, are also classified as 
retail establishments.8

Overview: The Retail Industry in         
New Jersey

Table 1
Employment and Compensation in the Retail Industry Compared with All Industries

Retail All Industries

Current Employment

Estimated Number Employed, 2005 (National) 15.2 million9 133.9 million10

Estimated Number Employed, 2005 
(New Jersey)

471,60011 4.1 million12

New Jersey Share of National Employment13 3% 3%

Employment Growth

Projected Employment Growth, 2004-2014 
(National)14

11% 14.8%

Projected Employment Growth, 2004-2014 
(New Jersey)15

9.2% 10.1%

Compensation

Average Hourly Earnings, 2005 (National)16 $12.36 $16.11

Average Hourly Earnings, 2005 (New Jersey)17 $13.90 $21.15

Hours Worked (National)

Average Hours Worked18 30.6 33.8
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Store retailers typically sell goods for personal 
household consumption and operate at fixed 
point-of-sale locations designed to attract walk-
in customers. Retail stores rely on merchandise 
displays and mass-media advertising to reach 
potential customers. Many sell to business and 
institutional clients as well, including, for ex-
ample, retailers of office supplies and computers, 
building materials, plumbing supplies, and electri-
cal supplies. Some stores also provide after-sales 
services including repairs and installation.19

Non-store retailers are also organized to serve 
the general public but employ different ap-
proaches from traditional bricks-and-mortar 
establishments. They may sell goods over the 
Internet, broadcast infomercials, publish print or 
electronic catalogs, go door-to-door, sell from a 
portable stall, or distribute goods through vend-
ing machines. Also included in the non-store 
category are businesses that are engaged in the 
direct non-store sale of products, such as home 
heating oil dealers and newspaper home deliv-
ery companies.20

Key Characteristics of Retail 
Industry Jobs

Retail employment is comprised of a wide range 
of positions in sales, marketing, store opera-
tions, management, finance, human resources, 
loss prevention, information technology and 
e-commerce, distribution, logistics, supply chain 
management, and merchandise buying and plan-
ning.21

Retail sales and cashier positions are the two 
most common and numerous jobs, together 
accounting for over 35% of retail employment 
nationwide.22 In New Jersey, retail salespersons 
comprised the largest employment category 
in 2004, with 131,550 workers, while cashiers 
comprised the third largest with 105,150 work-
ers. These two job categories also account for 
some of the greatest projected occupational 
growth in the state over the next decade. By 
2014, cashiers will fill the number two spot, pro-
jected to account for 110,800 jobs.23 The retail 
salesperson occupation is projected to increase 
nearly 12% by 2014, adding 15,550 jobs to the 
state’s economy and bringing the total number 
of retail sales jobs to 147,150.24

Many retail industry jobs, especially entry-level 
positions, are part time or temporary. In 2005, 
retail employees worked approximately 10% 
fewer hours per week, on average, than work-
ers in other industries (30.6 average hours 
per week in retail compared with 33.8 aver-
age hours per week in all industries).25 In 2003, 
26.2% of the nation’s retail employees worked 
part time.26

A high demand for workers combined with 
relatively low-skill requirements for entry-level 
jobs and flexible work schedules make retail 
a common industry for many new entrants to 
the labor market.  A 2003 study estimated that 
retailing is the labor market entry point for ap-
proximately 40% of first-time workers.27

Average wages in the retail industry are lower 
than in other industries. Nationwide, non-super-
visory retail trade employees earned 23% less in 
average hourly wages in 2005 than workers in 
other private-sector industries ($12.36 versus 
$16.11). New Jersey’s retail employees earned 
$7.25 less per hour, on average, than workers in 
all other industries combined ($21.15), a differ-
ence of nearly 34%.28 The average annual salary 

Job Snapshot: Cashiers 

According to the U.S. Department of Labor, 
there is substantial turnover in retail ca-
shier positions. This is in part because entry 
requirements are minimal, and because the 
many part-time jobs are attractive to job 
seekers looking for short-term income 
rather than long-term careers. Because the 
turnover is high, there are routinely many 
openings for full- and part-time cashier jobs. 
As in many retail jobs, however, seasonal 
demand and the strength of the economy 
affect the employment of cashiers.  

Cashiers will be one retail occupation af-
fected by demographics: in 2004, almost half 
of all cashiers were 24 or younger. The aging 
of the workforce may result in employers 
needing to change their recruiting strategies 
for cashier jobs.
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for a retail worker in New Jersey in 2005 was 
$28,940.29 Traditionally, jobs in durable goods 
sales have been higher paying and more likely to 
be held by men; women dominate the lower-
paying sales jobs in nondurable goods.30

The provision of benefits varies widely through-
out the retail sector. Larger retail employers are 
more likely to provide pension and medical ben-
efits to employees, but benefit levels still vary 
from firm to firm.31 One study estimated that 
only one-third of full-time retail employees had 
pension coverage, and less than two-thirds of 
employers offered health plans.32 According to 
data from the March 2005 Current Population 
Survey, 45.2% of retail workers were enrolled 
in employer-sponsored health insurance plans.33 
Across all industries during the same period, 
53% of workers were enrolled in such plans.

Key Workforce Challenges 
Retail Employers Face

Across the retail industry, employers face dif-
ficulties attracting, recruiting, and retaining a suf-
ficient number of qualified, skilled workers for 
key jobs. According to one employer describing 
the state of the applicant pool for frontline jobs, 
such as cashiers and salespeople, “Soft skills 
are lacking. Customer service is lacking. In the 
population we draw from, the work readiness 
skills are lacking.”34 Employers report that many 
entry-level workers in the retail industry lack 
basic academic skills, such as high school-level 
math, reading, writing, and English language 
skills. In addition, employers report that many 
new employees lack basic workplace readi-
ness skills and other important skills, including 
problem-solving, critical thinking, interpersonal, 
and communication skills; the ability to work 
effectively in teams; and the ability to manage 
conflict.  According to employers, many of these 
abstract reasoning and other “soft” skills are 
now considered “basic skills” for even the most 
entry-level jobs.

Retail employers also have a difficult time finding 
frontline workers and managers who have skills 
in both English and another language used most 
often by customers (e.g., Spanish).  According to 
employers, multilingual retail employees can be 

an asset in terms of customer service in some 
communities. 

Several factors contribute to employers’ difficul-
ties finding and keeping skilled, qualified work-
ers. One of the largest factors is high turnover.  
According to retail employers, experts, and 
other sources, turnover in the retail industry 
is higher than average for all industries. Annual 
average turnover for the retail industry ranges 
from 70% to 125%, depending on the type and 
size of the company.35 This high level of turnover 
is costly to employers, and is estimated to range 
between 70% and 150% of a worker’s annual 
wage.36

Demand for skilled workers may also increase 
as the retail industry grows. Despite current 
economic woes, experts expect employment 
in the retail industry to rise 10% between 
2004-2014. Demand may be especially strong 
for the frontline customer service positions 
that make up most jobs in the industry, such as 
cashiers and salespersons.  

Besides the large and growing number of job 
openings in the industry, several other factors 
contribute to employers’ workforce difficulties. 
According to employers, these factors include 
low starting wages and benefits and the limited 
availability of full-time employment in entry-level 
positions, which discourage some applicants 
from applying for jobs.  As one study found, the 
retail industry suffers from the perception that 
most of its jobs are low skill and offer little 
advancement potential, a perception that scares 
away many educated job seekers.37 According to 
employers consulted for this study, this general 
perception has led many job seekers, students, 
and workers to have an incomplete understand-
ing of the job requirements and career paths 
associated with particular industry jobs.

Once a worker does enter the industry, reten-
tion is made more difficult by the dissatisfaction 
many current workers feel about their jobs.  A 
2006 survey of retail workers found that 35% 
planned to leave their jobs, citing insufficient pay, 
increasing workloads, and lack of opportunities 
for career advancement and training.38 Sea-
sonal fluctuations in the retail industry, as well 
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as general ups and downs in the economy, can 
increase the sense of job instability many entry-
level retail workers feel, which also contributes 
to dissatisfaction and, ultimately, high turnover 
rates.39

Competition for workers from within and out-
side the industry also makes finding and keeping 
skilled workers difficult for retail employers. 
According to the National Retail Federation 
Foundation, competition for employees is fierce 
and finding entry-level employees with the right 
mix of skills and knowledge is a major challenge. 
One retail industry expert consulted for this 
study notes that workers who earn $7.50 an 
hour may leave one employer for another who 
will pay $.20 an hour more. In addition, since 
good customer service skills are highly trans-
ferable, retail employers must compete with 
employers from other industries for workers. In 
Atlantic City, for example, one industry observ-
er consulted for this study notes that retailers 
are in competition with casinos, which often 
pay higher wages for the same entry-level skill 
set. In Jersey City, another observer notes that 
the competition is with the banking, insurance, 
and financial sectors. According to local media 
reports, many retail employers in the Meadow-
lands region are concerned about the effect that 
competition from a large retail center planned 
for the area will have on the ability of current 
retailers to recruit qualified workers.40

Increasing diversity in the workforce has chal-
lenged retailers to develop new recruiting 
strategies to attract new types of workers. 
The retail industry has long relied on a young 

workforce, but older workers are becoming one 
of the fastest growing segments of the American 
workforce. The Bureau of Labor Statistics esti-
mates that between 2002 and 2012, the number 
of workers aged 55 and older is projected to 
grow by nearly 50%, outpacing any increases in 
the number of younger workers. By 2012, it is 
expected that 42% of workers in the United 
States will be 45 and older, up from 37% in 2002. 
During this decade, the number of workers aged 
45 and older will grow by nearly 27%, compared 
with a 3% expected growth of workers aged 16 
to 44.41

The demographic trends have several implica-
tions for retailers in terms of attracting, recruit-
ing, and retaining talent. One is that fewer young 
workers, who have traditionally been prominent 
in entry-level retail jobs, will be available in 
the future. This may mean rethinking recruit-
ing strategies, workplace policies, compensa-
tion, and benefits in order to attract and retain 
both older and younger workers. In addition, 
with Baby Boomer retirements on the horizon, 
industry advisory group members say that little 
succession planning had been done in the indus-
try thus far. Managers will need to start thinking 
about the workforce pipeline and how to groom 
the next generation of industry leaders. 

Last, but by no means least, employers have 
difficulty finding and keeping skilled workers 
because some retail jobs, such as pharmacists, 
require many years of formal training, which 
may limit the available pool of qualified workers. 
Also, those who repair or install products for 
customers often need specific training and/or 
experience to qualify for these positions. In ad-

Factors Contributing to Hiring Difficulties in the Retail Industry

Low starting wages and benefits in entry-level positions• 
Limited access to full-time jobs and opportunities for advancement• 
Lack of awareness among job seekers and workers about job requirements and career paths• 
Intra- and inter-industry competition for skilled workers• 
Changing workforce demographics shifting the traditional makeup of the retail workforce• 
High skill and education requirements for some jobs (e.g., pharmacist)• 
Rising skill and education requirements for jobs at all levels• 

Source: Industry workforce advisory group and employer interviews, 2006.
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dition, the skill requirements for many jobs, even 
entry-level jobs, are changing in response to a 
variety of industry trends.  

Employers consulted for this study and other 
sources suggest three primary factors are 
contributing to the difficulty preparing skilled 
workers for jobs in the retail industry: 

Lack of alignment between the prepara-• 
tion of potential retail workers and the skill 
needs of employers,
Limited availability of in-service training for • 
retail workers, and
Limited employee motivation to apply skills • 
and/or learn new skills.

According to employers consulted for this study, 
the K-12 educational system, and, to a lesser 
degree, the workforce development system and 
postsecondary education and training institu-
tions, are not adequately preparing workers 
with the basic academic and workplace readi-
ness skills needed for entry-level jobs. Important 
skills needed in many retail jobs, especially soft 
skills such as teamwork, communication, and 
problem solving, are not included in curriculum 
standards. Even when needed skills are included 
in curriculum standards, such as basic math and 
technology skills, employers believe there is not 
enough accountability to ensure that students 
master these skills before being promoted to 
a higher grade level or receiving a high school 
diploma.

A study by the American Society for Training 
and Development found that the retail 
industry spends less on training than any other 
business sector.42 However, frontline employee 
turnover in the retail industry can be quite high. 
This high rate of turnover may be one factor 
that discourages employers from investing in 
incumbent worker training.43 This may be espe-
cially true for training basic academic and work-
place readiness skills, which many employers 
expect workers to have prior to employment.

Employee motivation may also play a role in the 
difficulties employers face in getting workers to 
display desired skill sets on the job. For example, 
a worker may understand the need to show up 
on time for a job, but may choose not to do so 
as a result of a lack of motivation rather than a 
lack of knowledge or skills. Lack of motivation 
to apply skills on the job in some retail positions 
may be related to some of the same factors that 
contribute to employers’ challenges in attract-
ing, hiring, and retaining workers, including low 
pay and benefits.
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T
he retail industry has undergone 
a number of important changes in 
the past several decades that affect 
the structure of its jobs and the 
skill requirements for key positions.  

This section of the report explores the skill and 
educational implications these changes have for 
workers. Overall, employers report that the 
skills most workers need to perform well and 
advance to jobs of higher pay and authority are 
rising. The following trends are driving these skill 
needs: 

The development of two distinct business • 
models, 
Industry consolidation fueled by “just-in-• 
time” delivery processes,
Widespread use of technology in retail busi-• 
nesses, and
The emergence of e-commerce.• 

Trend #1: The Development of 
Two Distinct Business Models  

Even among the larger, consolidated stores, two 
primary business models dominate the industry. 
These models are “self service,” which empha-
sizes speed, efficiency, and low product cost 
over high levels of customer service, and “high 
touch,” which stresses high levels of customer 
contact and service over product cost and 
transaction speed.

Self-Service Model Retail Stores 

The self-service model is the dominant model in 
the retail industry.44 Stores that follow this busi-
ness model, which is commonly associated with 
Wal-Mart, have realized that traditional notions 
of customer service, which involve high levels 
of customer contact with highly knowledge-
able sales staff, have become outdated in some 
markets. Many of today’s customers are willing 

to exchange high levels of customer service for 
lower costs. Retailers that have adopted this 
model, which is based on purchasing goods in 
high volume and maximizing other efficiencies 
to keep costs low, realize that many custom-
ers, especially those purchasing everyday items, 
are more concerned with having a fast, efficient 
shopping trip that gives them access to a variety 
of low-cost products than in traditional models 
of customer service. In fact, customers have 
come to identify fast, no-frills shopping and 
low prices as one variant of good customer 
service.45 As a result, staff at these stores have 
less contact with customers and may rely more 
heavily on technology than other retail estab-
lishments, especially to serve customers (e.g., 
automated checkout, customer-operated price 
checking machines).46  

Key Skill and Education Implications 
for Workers

Managers and other high-skill workers em-
ployed in self-service model stores need the in-
novation and customer service skills to increase 
efficiency through the use of new technologies 
and business practices without compromising 
customer satisfaction. According to employers 
consulted for this study, entry-level workers 
in these stores have fewer skill requirements, 
especially with regard to communication and 
customer service skills, than their counterparts 
in other business models, in part because easy-
to-use technology minimizes customer-worker 
interactions. However, these workers must have 
basic customer service skills in order to give 
customers the fast and friendly service the re-
tailer is trying to provide. In addition, entry-level 
workers seeking to advance to higher positions, 
which have more complex skill requirements, 
must possess or acquire additional skills to 
become eligible for management or other types 
of company-sponsored training. Overall, work-
ers in self-service model stores need to have 

Industry Trends Affecting the Skill and 
Educational Requirements of Retail   
Industry Jobs
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highly efficient work habits, strong customer 
service skills aimed at facilitating quick, efficient 
customer transactions, and basic marketing skills 
to be able to arrange in-store displays when 
not interacting with customers. Those handling 
money also need strong math and technology 
skills, as well as basic money handling skills. 

High-Touch Model Retail Stores

In certain niche markets, from home repair 
products to luxury products, successful retailers 
have realized that customers are indeed search-
ing for a high level of service from staff. Com-
panies that use this model strive to add value 
by providing superior customer service using 
experienced sales help that can provide in-depth 
assistance to customers. For example, sales staff 
may include former skilled trade employees 
(carpenters, electricians, and plumbers) who can 

provide reliable technical expertise to shoppers. 
Sales staff in a high-touch department store may 
act as “personal grooming consultants” who 
build long-term relationships with their upscale 
customers.47 

Firms that use the high-touch model are becom-
ing highly “customer centric” to increase sales 
and improve customer retention rates.48 One 
employer consulted for this study describes her 
company’s effort to focus on the “customer’s 
journey” from the moment the customer enters 
the store.49 Sales staff in these stores are en-
couraged to engage with the customer through-
out the entire shopping experience. While these 
stores employ a wide array of technology to 
assist workers to perform their jobs more ef-
ficiently, they do not use technology to minimize 
the interaction between staff and customers.

Priority Skill Needs

Trend #1: The Development of Two Distinct Business Models

Business models influence organizational skill requirements. The self-service and the high-touch 
models dominate the industry, but each requires workers with different skill sets.

The self-service model offers lower prices and less customer interaction. Key skills needed 
for this model include:

Entry-Level Employees 
Basic customer service skills (in addition to basic academic and workplace readiness skills)• 
Efficient, accurate work habits• 

Managers 
Innovation skills• 
Strong business administration skills to increase efficiency and control costs• 
Strong management and leadership skills• 

The high-touch model focuses on superior customer service as a method of increasing sales 
and customer retention rates. Key skills needed for this model include:

Superior customer service skills• 
High levels of interpersonal communication and teamwork skills• 
High level of product knowledge/expertise• 
Marketing and sales skills• 
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Key Skill and Education Implications 
for Workers

Many retail sales and customer service jobs, es-
pecially those in high-touch model stores, often 
require high levels of technical product knowl-
edge and very sophisticated sales, customer ser-
vice, teamwork, and other communication skills. 
Some workers may also need credentials that 
will qualify them as experts of their particular 
products. According to at least one study, these 
workers have greater autonomy and earn higher 
wages with benefits than workers in self-service 
model establishments and turnover rates are 
lower as well.50

 

Trend #2: Industry Consolidation 

Retailers that have mastered the ability to 
streamline their production processes using 
“just-in-time” delivery have thrived in the past 
several decades. Just-in-time delivery involves 
ordering products directly from manufacturers 
or vendors based on an analysis of the amount 
of product needed, distributing these products 
to stores, and selling them to customers.51  
Those retailers that have reduced inefficien-
cies in this process through innovative business 
practices have become industry leaders. 

Just-in-time delivery practices and shifting cus-
tomer demands have led to increased consoli-
dation throughout the retail industry, spurring 
strong growth among mass discount stores and 
nationwide franchises. These large operations 
can deliver a wide range of products more ef-
ficiently and cheaply to customers than small, 
independent retailers. In the discount store 
category, the top 10 stores today account for 
95% of sales.52 This trend first became apparent 
during the so-called “supermarket revolution” 
that started in the 1950s and drove many small 
independent grocers out of business over the 
next two decades. The “category killers” also 
emerged during this period, offering bigger 
selection and lower prices than many smaller 
retailers could manage. Mergers and acquisi-
tions as well as the development of superstores 
resulted in further consolidation of the retail 
industry during the 1980s and 1990s.53 

Jobs and career paths have changed as a result 
of this industry consolidation, with most stores 
relying on a reduced number of managers. In 
particular, the lower-level supervisory jobs, 
which in the past formed the basis for a career 
ladder for those lacking postsecondary educa-
tion, are diminishing.54 Sales and service jobs 
make up more than two-thirds of employment 
opportunities. The average ratio of managers 
to frontline workers is 1:15.55 One example of 
a large discount retailer showed a ratio of 1 
manager and 4 assistant managers to 235 hourly 
workers.56

Key Skill and Education Implications 
for Workers

This trend indicates that employers are seeking 
more applicants to fill non-managerial, entry-
level positions and fewer supervisory workers.  
As a result, entry-level workers are expected 
to take on greater levels of responsibility for 
product display and marketing ideas, setting 
and achieving store and company-wide sales 

Priority Skill Needs

Trend #2: Industry Consolidation

Organizations are implementing flatter orga-
nizational hierarchies, with fewer managers. 
As a result, entry-level workers increasingly 
need the following skills and credentials 
to successfully assume the higher levels of 
responsibility expected of them on the job 
and/or to prepare for the shrinking number 
of management positions available: 

Superior customer service and commu-• 
nication skills
Problem-solving and critical thinking • 
skills
Strong teamwork and leadership skills• 
Basic marketing and sales skills• 
Basic business skills • 

Those seeking managerial jobs above entry-
level supervisor positions may also require a 
postsecondary degree, preferably in a busi-
ness discipline.  
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goals, making decisions with customers, and 
other tasks that mid-level managers may have 
performed in the past. This requires basic sales, 
marketing, and business skills, in addition to 
customer service skills. 

Entry-level workers looking to advance need 
superior business, communication, customer 
service, and leadership skills and, in a growing 
number of cases, a postsecondary degree to fill 
management positions. Several employers con-
sulted for this study note that, while they would 
prefer to promote in-house, they increasingly 
look outside the company to hire supervisory 
and managerial personnel as many current staff 
do not have the skills and, in some cases, the 
college degrees that some employers prefer. In 
particular, employers note that workers need 
the “soft skills” that will allow them to perform 
well in managerial training programs. As one em-
ployer states, workers need the skills “to think, 
act, and do as a manager,” including communica-
tion, leadership, teamwork, and critical thinking 
skills.  A management training program can train 
people in technical skill areas, but candidates are 
expected to have the motivation and soft skills 
needed to succeed.”57   

Trend #3: New Technologies in 
the Workplace

According to employers and industry experts 
interviewed for this study, retail employers use 
technology extensively to increase the quality 
and efficiency of work as well as to train work-
ers. In general, technology is used on the job 
to improve efficiency of business processes and 
results in shifts in many workers’ tasks. Technol-
ogy replaces some functions, and, in some cases, 
entire jobs. Some jobs end up requiring few 
skills; in other cases, employers may add new 
and sometimes more complex tasks to replace 
those made simpler by technology.

The 1980s ushered in a transformation in 
information and communications technology 
that had a dramatic effect on retail trade opera-
tions. The foundation for this transformation 
was the development of the Universal Product 

Code (UPC), which automatically identifies the 
relevant information about a specific product. 
Using UPCs, retailers dramatically improved 
their ability to track the movement of goods 
through a distribution network, which in turn 
increased the speed, accuracy, and efficiency of 
retail activity.58

Other technological advances followed, such as 
the development of Electronic Data Interchange 
(EDI) standards that allow for the transfer of 
business data across independent information 
systems. EDI technology allows retailers to use 
UPCs to organize information about products 
and automatically inform wholesalers about 
the quantity of a product that is in stock. This 
automates inventory management such that 
wholesalers can send a shipment “just-in-time” 
— without consultation with the retailers and 
just as inventory levels reach a specific point.59

Retail stores are expected to implement new 
technologies as they compete for customers 
and work to reduce costs.  A newspaper report 
about the National Retail Federation’s 2006 
convention described the event as resembling “a 
computer or electronics show, with powerhous-
es like Microsoft, Intel, and Cisco taking up a lot 
of the floor space along with hundreds of tech 
firms.”60 New applications being tested include 
paying by touch (instead of credit or debit card), 
private broadcast systems that might target 
messages to different customers depending on 
the time of day (such as seniors in the morning 
and teens in the evening), and customer loyalty 
cards that allow a computer terminal to ask a 
shopper about a recent purchase and suggest 
something else they might want to consider.61   

According to the U.S. Department of Labor and 
the National Retail Federation, the number and 
variety of retail industry technology careers 
are expanding rapidly. These include working 
on e-commerce websites, complex inventory 
systems, technology-driven training programs, 
state-of-the art cash register and credit systems, 
web design, and server and network system 
management.62
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Key Skill and Education Implications 
for Workers

Some entry-level retail sales, cashier, and cus-
tomer service workers will need to demon-
strate the basic information technology skills 
needed to operate various types of technology 
on the job — from computerized inventory 
systems, to scanners, to electronic payment 
systems, needed to perform on the job. How-
ever, the effect of new technologies has been 
felt most strongly on the back end of the retail 
operations or in positions with high entry-
level skill requirements, such as information 
technology networking specialists. Unlike many 
other industries, while technological change 
has had a strong effect on retailing productiv-
ity and efficiency, it has not resulted in a major 
“upskilling of core frontline jobs.”63 Technology 
has eliminated a number of tasks for frontline 
workers and reduced the level of skill needed to 
succeed on the job. Barcodes, for example, have 
led to the elimination of certain retail jobs and 
tasks, including the need for sales clerks who 
affix price labels to every item in a store. Taking 
inventory of products in stock can now be done 
automatically when cash registers record sales, 
or by a few workers using handheld scanners, 
instead of by a team of workers manually count-
ing items throughout a store.64  While employ-
ers might prefer that workers have the skills to 
compensate for a failure of the technology, this 
level of knowledge is generally not required in 
the retail industry.  

However, technology has shifted the emphasis 
on core job responsibilities in some frontline 
jobs. Given that less time is required for non-
sale tasks that are now handled by technology, 
such as stocking and pricing, many employ-
ers now require retail sales workers to spend 
more time generating sales. This shift increases 
the emphasis on sales, customer service, and, 
in some cases, product marketing skills. For 
example, sales clerks may need to spend more 
time designing creative product displays to at-
tract customers.    
  

Trend #4: The Growth of           
E-Commerce

E-commerce, and in particular e-tailing, is a small 
but growing portion of the retail industry that is 
having some effect on employers’ workforce and 
skill needs. In 2000, the largest “pure” Internet 
retailer, Amazon.com, generated only 1% of the 
revenues collected by the largest physical retail-
er, Wal-Mart.65 In 2005, online sales comprised 
between 2% to 4% of all retail sales, depending 
on estimates.66 While some experts predict that 
online sales are unlikely to ever exceed 10% of 
total retail sales,67 the U.S. Commerce Depart-
ment estimates that online sales are currently 
growing rapidly — up 25% from 2004-2005, 
compared with 7.2% growth in overall retail 
sales for the same period.68  

Priority Skill Needs

Trend #3: New Technologies in the Workplace

New technologies are eliminating a number of tasks traditionally carried out by entry-level 
workers. For example, some frontline job responsibilities now focus less on cashier-related tasks 
and more on sales generation.  As this trend increases, the following skills will increasingly be in 
demand among retail employers:

Customer service skills• 
Sales skills • 
Product marketing knowledge and skills• 
Basic information technology skills and equipment troubleshooting, repair, and maintenance • 
skills for some workers
Lifelong learning skills to adapt to new technologies• 
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Today, many store retailers are engaged in 
“multi-channeling” by developing an e-com-
merce website to complement in-store sales. 
According to one study, sales from multi-chan-
nel retailers accounted for 75% of online sales 
in 2003.69  

Key Skill and Education Implications 
for Workers

Both store retailers that engage in e-commerce 
and non-store retailers dedicated to online 
sales require workers who have strong informa-
tion technology skills and knowledge about the 
needs of customers to build customer-friendly 
websites, conduct electronic marketing, and 
operate e-commerce systems. E-commerce 
systems require a range of different types of 
workers, from customer service workers, to 
Web-based marketing staff needed to design 
and maintain websites, to technical staff who 
maintain and repair backend information tech-
nology equipment. In the case of e-commerce, 
customer service workers need the same skills 
as other retail customer service and sales staff, 
with added competency in using information 
technology to communicate with customers 
and resolve customer disputes effectively. Some 
technical workers, especially those involved in 
the design and maintenance of e-commerce 
websites, need strong Internet and information 
technology skills, as well as retail marketing 
knowledge and skills to design effective web-
sites.

Information Technology and
E-Commerce Career Options in the 

Retail Industry

Head of Information Systems and Data • 
Processing 
Head of Systems Applications Program-• 
ming 
Systems Development Manager • 
Head of Computer Operations/Techni-• 
cal Services 
Point-of-Sales Administrator• 
E-Commerce Director• 
Website Designer/Art Director• 
Website Project Manager• 

Source: National Retail Federation Foundation, 
2006.

Priority Skill Needs

Trend #4: The Growth of
E-Commerce

Companies are using e-commerce websites 
to complement in-store sales. As this trend 
increases, both store retailers and online 
retailers will need workers with the follow-
ing skills:

Strong technical skills• 
Strong customer support skills• 
Marketing skills• 
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B
asic skill requirements for jobs in the 
retail industry vary widely.  Accord-
ing to employers, retail salesper-
sons, cashiers, and other entry-level 
positions often require few skills and 

have limited educational requirements. A high 
school diploma or equivalent is preferred for 
most entry-level positions, particularly at larger 
retailers. At small stores, on-the-job-training for 
new employees is typically brief. Larger stores 
may offer more structured training sessions.70 
On the higher skill end of the spectrum, em-
ployers prefer that retail corporate staff — in-

Conclusion: The Priority Skill Needs of 
Retail Employers

cluding buyers, financial managers, and financial 
and accounting staff — possess an Associate’s or 
Bachelor’s degree in business or retail-related 
studies.

Several industry trends — from industry con-
solidation, to the emergence of new business 
models and technologies, to the rise of e-com-
merce — are driving up the level of skill needed 
for many jobs, making the search for good talent 
even more difficult for retail employers. These 
trends are also shifting the priority skill needs 
of employers to include an array of “soft skills” 

INDUSTRY TRENDS

PRIORITY SKILL NEEDS OF RETAIL EMPLOYERS

Customer service, communication, and interpersonal skills• 
Problem-solving and critical thinking skills • 
Teamwork skills•  
Basic business, sales, and marketing knowledge • 
Information technology skills • 

Workers looking to advance to supervisory, management, and corporate positions in retail 
need particularly strong leadership, innovation, communication, and business 
skills. Employers increasingly prefer a college degree for all but entry-level management posi-
tions.

Industry Trends Affecting the Priority Skill Needs
of Retail Industry Employers

 

Industry-wide 
consolidation 
is changing the 
structure of 
career paths 
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and changing 
job functions 
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that go beyond the basic workplace readiness, 
academic, and technical skills employers de-
scribe in most job postings.   

Across multiple job levels, employers describe 
several priority skills that most workers need 
today to succeed and advance in the retail in-
dustry. These skills include strong customer 
service, communication, and interper-
sonal skills, which allow workers to interact 
effectively with customers, co-workers, supervi-
sors, suppliers, and others, and to respond to 
the demands of emerging business models and 
shifting consumer demands.

Workers at all levels are also expected to have 
strong problem-solving and critical 
thinking skills that allow them to make inde-
pendent decisions to improve customer service 
and/or company profits. These skills are espe-
cially important in an age where organizational 
hierarchies are flattening and more responsibil-
ity is being placed into the hands of frontline 
workers.

Employers also report that teamwork skills 
are critical at all levels, especially to help achieve 
key department, store, and company sales goals 
and to work effectively with managers and co-
workers. When workers have difficulty acting as 
a unit, employers find that both customer ser-
vice and, ultimately, profits, are negatively affect-
ed. Basic business, sales, and marketing 
knowledge is also increasingly needed at all 
levels, especially in high-touch model stores, and 
e-commerce operations. Workers at many retail 
stores are also increasingly expected to have a 
basic understanding of retail operations and the 
retail supply chain to make meaningful contribu-
tions to their teams and stores. 

As technology becomes an increasingly domi-
nant force in the retail industry in all areas 
of operations, information technology 
skills are becoming more important.  Work-
ers operating new technologies, such as new 
cash registers, need a more limited information 
technology skill set than those who maintain, 
manipulate, and/or repair a growing array of 
technology on the job, including technology 
related to e-commerce. 

Finally, workers looking to advance to supervi-
sory, management, and corporate positions in 
retail need particularly strong leader-
ship, innovation, communication, and 
business skills. Employers also increasingly 
prefer a college degree for all but entry-level 
management positions.

Many employers have difficulty addressing gaps 
in these key skill areas in a wide range of jobs, 
including:

Cashiers• 
Drivers/Delivery Drivers• 
Retail Salespersons• 
Security Guards/Loss Prevention Managers• 
First-Line Supervisors/Managers of Retail • 
Sales Workers
Pharmacists• 
Electronic Home Entertainment Equipment • 
Installers
Repairers/Home Appliance Installers• 
Computer Support/Microsoft Certified Sup-• 
port Technicians
Purchasing Managers/Supply Chain Managers• 

High turnover, industry growth, and strong com-
petition for workers from other employers fuel 
a near-constant need for skilled workers in the 
retail industry.  As skill requirements for jobs 
rise and change in response to industry trends, 
employers, workers, and the education and 
training institutions that prepare workers will 
need to adapt to keep the retail industry strong.  
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Appendix: List of Industry Advisory 
Group Members and Interviewees

T
he Heldrich Center conducted 
background interviews with in-
dustry experts and convened an 
industry workforce advisory group 
consisting of employers and others 

knowledgeable about the retail industry in the 
spring of 2006. 

Individuals Interviewed

John Holub 
New Jersey Retail Merchants Association

Kathy Mance
National Retail Federation Foundation

Monte Roberts
Jersey City Customer Service Skills Center 

Industry Advisory Group Members
 
Tom Aruanno 
CVS Pharmacy 

Sarah Conrad
National Retail Federation Foundation

Linda Dolan
New Jersey Institute for Service Excellence, 
Atlantic Cape Community College

Nancy Fisher
Jewish Vocational Services 

Diane Higgins
Circuit City 

Corina Marcus
Wal-Mart 

Colleen Meares
The Stop & Shop Supermarket Company 

Tammy Molinelli
The Bergen Workforce Investment Board

Monte Roberts
Jersey City Customer Service Skills Center 
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