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Abstract

This research involved an investigation into the role of store level managers in the
employee resourcing decision-making process in multiple retailing in the UK. The
context of the retail industry is considered, including the employment characteristics of
the workforce. The nature of HRM and employee resourcing in multiple store retailing
and its link with corporate strategy is discussed. Particular consideration is made to
the devolution of employee resourcing responsibilities to store level managers. The
nature of retail management at local level is investigate followed by an examination of
their choices and constraints takes place.

An embedded case study research methodology was adopted, which comprised of
three multiple store retail organisations and six branches. Qualitative face-to-face
interviews were conducted with management throughout the organisational hierarchy.
The majority of interviewees were managers at store level. An inductive approach was
adopted for analysing the data.

A number of key findings were made and conclusions drawn through the inductive
analysis of the data. Store level managers held significant responsibilities for employee
resourcing, particularly in the recruitment and deployment of labour. They operated
within a context of increasing centralisation and constraints. This resulted in their
practice of strategies of independence to circumvent these increasing limitations.
These strategies of independence had significant implications for the implementation of
corporate policy and the management of human resources at store level. It was in the
execution of employee resourcing where strategies of independence were most
frequently deployed as HRM was the functional area where store level managers had
greater autonomy. This resulted in a focus on ‘hard’ HRM practices at store level,
regardless of head office ‘rhetoric’.

In conclusion, a modification of Stewart’s (1982) ‘Choices For Managers’ model is
made, to more accurately reflect the reality of management processes. The
consequences of store level managers’ choices and constraints is conceptualised in the
“The Organisational Vicious Circle’ model. This outlines how strategies of
independence will perpetuate the limitations of local management.
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Chapter 1
INTRODUCTION

The aim of this chapter is to introduce the key areas of literature pertaining to this
research and consider how they have shaped and focused the investigation. The main
issues and areas of work are briefly reviewed and the study placed within its wider
context. The aims of the research are established, and the structure of the thesis

presented.

1.1 HRM, LOCAL MANAGEMENT AND THE RETAIL INDUSTRY

The retail industry is a major employer in the UK (Labour Research 1994) accounting
for approximately 10 per cent of national employment (National Retail Training
Council [NRTC] 1995). Retailing is thus an important sector for any research
concerning the management of human resources. The thesis focuses on multiple store
retailing, which in recent years has been subject to increasing competition, rapidly
changing market conditions, and increases in the average size of outlet over recent
years (Freathy and Sparks 1994; Ogbonna and Whipp 1999). This has been
particularly evident in the grocery sector which has been described as “intensely
competitive” (Ogbonna and Whipp 1999:80), and often at the forefront of the industry

in terms of competitive strategies.

Increased customer demands for longer opening hours, lower prices, and improved
standards of product and service have also been noted (Christopherson 1996; Doogan
1992; Freathy and Sparks 1996; IDS 1993a, 1993b). Competitive strategies based on
cost reduction have resulted, together with a corresponding improvement in the quality
of customer service (Christopherson 1996, Doogan 1992; Freathy and Sparks 1996;
Gardener and Sheppard 1989, Sparks 1992¢). Advancements in information

technology have been cited as a key component of competitive advantage in the retail



industry. The adoption of Electronic Point of Sale (EPOS) has been hailed as having

revolutionary implications for retail managers (Johnson 1992; Retail Business 1994;

Smith 1988).

These distinct characteristics of multiple store retailing raises questions about the
management of human resources, particularly considering the large number of UK
workers employed within the industry. Yet the retail industry remained academically
neglected for many years (Lowe and Crewe 1991). Recent research has tended to
focus on specific issues such as employment flexibility, or gender, when examining HR
issues (Marchington 1995a). Little research has been conducted on lower level local
management in retail, and commentators in general has tended to overlook these
managers in the management of human resources (Lowe 1992). While previous
research has identified some of the issues relating to lower and middle management
(for example, Child and Partridge 1982; Patten 1968; Roethlisberger 1945; Watson
and Harris 1999), few of these have been linked to HRM or conducted in the retail

industry.

An examination of the choices and constraints of local management in multiple store
retailing identifies retail managers’ decision-making powers (Ackroyd and Thompson
1999: Stewart 1982, 1999). These stem from a number of factors including corporate
strategy, organisational structure, budgetary controls and technology (see Berry et al
1995 Blyton and Morris 1992; Child 1984; Huczynski and Buchanan 2001; Merchant
1985; Mintzberg 1979; 1980; 1983, 1989; Mullins 1999; Piper 1980; Retail Business
1990; Walters and Hanrahan 2000). A key trend in multiple store retailing has been
the increasing centralisation of store level functions and responsibilities (Freathy 1993;
Freathy and Sparks 1994; Ogbonna 1992; Ogbonna and Whipp 1999; Smith 1988,
Sparks 2000b). This is combined with an increasing use of budgets and performance
targets to achieve a competitive advantage (Freathy and Sparks 1996; Lusch and

Serpkenci 1990, Walters and Hanrahan 2000). However, the geographical dispersion



of stores in multiple store retailing means some decentralisation of decision-making to
local management is necessary (Berry et al 1995; Child 1984; Mintzberg 1983; Stewart
1999). The literature outlines that retail store managers maintain a prime responsibility
for the management of their workforce (Freathy and Sparks 2000; Neathey and
Hurstfield 1995; Tamkin et al 1997; Tomlinson et al 1997). The devolution of
responsibility for human resource management (HRM) to local junior managers is

evident, with a concurrent centralisation of other functional areas.

With labour making up to 50 per cent of gross margins (Alexander 1988), and
evidence of the delegation of HR to line managers (Neathey and Hurstfield 1995;
Tomlinson et al 1997), the retail industry is an important sector for the study of HRM.
This thesis will examine the previously neglected role of junior managers in the
execution of human resource management in the previously overlooked industry of

retail in order to address gaps in current knowledge.

1.2 THE RESEARCH STUDY

The research is based around two broad objectives: first, to establish the role of local
managers in the management of human resources in multiple store retailing; and
second, to establish how the choices and constraints of these managers impact on the
employee resourcing decisions in multiple store retailing organisations. A review of
the literature relating to HRM in retailing shows that particular consideration needs to
be given to this previously neglected area of research. Gaps in the literature have been
identified, and the research will consequently focus on these to provide a more holistic
perspective on the management of human resources at operational level in multiple

store retailing organisations.

The research was grounded in a phenomenological approach using the case study
method. The empirical study focused on three multiple store retailers, encompassing a

total of six stores. Each of these retailers was concentrated in the superstore sector of



retailing and operating large scale store operations. Central to the research design was
a series of interviews conducted at different levels of management at both head office
and store level. A longer-term approach was adopted with the research conducted
over a minimum of nine months in each store. The results of the fieldwork were

analysed before modifications of existing models and theories were made.

1.3 THE STRUCTURE OF THIS THESIS

This section serves as a ‘route map’ (Saunders 1997:375) to the thesis by introducing
each chapter and detailing its contribution to the work. The thesis adopts a logical
approach to examining the literature, which is covered in Chapters two to five.
Chapter two provides some background information to the retail industry, including
retail competitive strategy, with a focus on multiple store retailing and the superstore
format. Chapter three seeks to examine the employment characteristics of multiple
store retailing. This encompasses an outline of the main characteristics of the retail
labour market with a particular focus on the nature of local management. Chapter four
introduces the management of human resources in the retail industry with a focus on
employee resourcing and the role of store level management. This is followed in
Chapter five by a consideration of the choices and constraints of local managers in
their management of human resources and execution of employee resourcing. Where
possible a focus on retaill management is adopted, but where gaps in the literature

prevail, more generic management literature is considered.

The research design is explored and justified in chapter six. The research objectives
are reviewed in light of previous research and the study’s philosophical and
methodological approach presented and examined. Chapter seven outlines the
fieldwork procedures, before detailing the process of data analysis. Chapters eight to
ten present the findings of the research for each case study organisation. Chapter
eleven then discusses these findings by considering the similarities and differences

between the case study companies, drawing tentative conclusions. In chapter twelve



the thesis is concluded by considering the implications of this academic study for the
management of human resources in the retail industry. The original contribution of

this work is highlighted and some suggestions for future research are made.

This chapter has introduced the thesis by identifying the key areas of literature
pertaining to this research, thus placing the study in its wider context. The broad aims
and research methodologies of the research are introduced, followed by a presentation
of the structure of the thesis. The following chapter will begin the in-depth review of
the literature pertaining to the retail industry and the nature of its workforce: the

context of this research.




Chapter 2

THE UK RETAIL INDUSTRY IN CONTEXT

To appreciate the role of store level managers in the management of HRM, it is
important to consider the nature of the industry in which such managers operate. The
aim of this chapter is to frame the research study in the context of the multiple store
sector of the UK retail industry. A brief historical perspective of the development of
the industry is given, together with an outline of the industry structure and current
prevailing corporate strategies. Particular attention is paid to the superstore format, on

which the empirical research of this study was focused.

2.1 INTRODUCTION

Retailing is one of the largest sectors in the UK economy with a history of change,
conflict and competition (Davis 1966, Jeffrey 1954; Shackleton 1998). “It is
undeniable that retailing is an important sector” (Sparks 2000a:13), and that major
multiple store retailers are critical in economic terms. Dawson (2000) argued that the
nature of the retail company is becoming increasingly difficult to define with recent
diversification into banking, health and travel services. For the purpose of this
research study, retailing is defined as “any type of business whose marketing efforts are
directed towards selling merchandise and services to the final consumer” (Howe
1992:190). The retailing sector covers both the retailing of goods and services. The
activities covered in this research study exclude the retailing of services such as

financial services and public utilities, concentrating instead on the sale of goods.



Retailing is distinctive from other industries in many ways. These differences include
the geographical dispersion and nature of operations that brings about a widespread
network of operational units. The industry tends to be more responsive to local
culture, whilst having a large number of items which constitute the produce and service
range. This is combined with low profit margins per employee (Dawson 2000). There
is also a growing sense of internationalisation in the industry, with an increasing
involvement in international activities, particularly among food multiple retailers
(Dawson 2000; McGoldrick and Davies 1995; Sparks 1995). Retailing has been
described as undergoing increased competition producing concentration, increases in
scale, technological innovation, and rationalisation of labour use (MacEwan Scott
1994). The combination of these characteristics makes an appreciation of retail’s

development and context vital for any research study undertaken in this industry.

2.2 THE DEVELOPMENT OF MODERN RETAILING IN THE UK

The growth of the retail industry in recent decades has led to the identification of
retailing as a significant contributor to tertiarisation of the economy and leading to
Bell’s (1973) ‘post-industrial society’, with a predominant service sector (Rajan 1987).
However, the extent to which retailing can be described as a major contributor to a
‘post industrial society’ is questionable. Retailing has been present during all three
stages of economic development and revolution. During the pre-industrial stage goods
and services were sold directly to the buyer at local markets. During industrialisation
the retail industry evolved with the introduction of independent fixed stores, which
then developed into multiple outlets. This placed an emphasis on the rationalisation

and concentration of retail branches. The significance of economies of scale continues



to the present day with small, independent retailers losing market share to the multiple
retailers (Ruston 1999). The average size of retail outlets has continually increased
since the Second World War. Superstore retail outlets, particularly in the grocery
sector, are employment units in their own right and employing more people than many

factories, often operating for longer hours (Howe 1992).

Academic research on employment in the retail industry has emerged from “two
separate strands” (Marchington 1995a:1). Retail specialists have recorded the generic
employment dimensions of the industry, with a particular focus on new retail formats.
The most significant contributions of these are from the Institute for Retail Studies at
Stirling University. Their emphasis is on measurement and prescription, rather than on
understanding aspects of work, employment or industrial relations. Some of the later
work began to focus on labour market segmentation and flexibility. As such,
Marchington was critical that a lack of grounding in the mainstream human resource
literature meant this work was limited in its ability to advance a more general theory of
HRM in retailing. In contrast to the retail specialists, the HRM perspective came
rather later to research in the retail industry. The focus of research was a concern with
more specific employment patterns and issues, such as contractual terms and
conditions, considerations of flexibility such as the rise in part time working (for
example, Gregory 1991, 1993; O’Reilly 1992, 1994; Robinson 1990, 1993), the role of
gender (for example, Bradley 1989; Broadbridge 1991, 1995, 1996, 1998; MacEwan
Scott 1994; Neathey and Hurstfield 1995), and the link between strategy, culture, and
HRM (for example, Ogbonna 1992; Ogbonna and Whipp 1999). This research was

criticised by Marchington (1995a) for focusing too heavily on individual issues,



restricting the ability to produce holistic theories about HRM in retailing. He
advocated a combination of the ‘two separate strands’ to enable the advancement of

knowledge in the field of retail HRM practices.

2.2.1 A Brief History of The Retail Industry

The emergence of the retail trade can be traced from Elizabethan times when a
distinction was made between the function of retail distribution and that of production.
Prior to this suppliers of goods and services sold their products directly to buyers in
the local markets or at larger fairs. By the beginning of the 17th century a separate
retailing function began to develop in the larger centres of population, which had
spread across the country by the end of the 18th century. During this period shop
keeping was considered a trade that involved a variety of skills such as production,

purchasing, stock-keeping and accounting (Howe 1992).

The advent of the industrial revolution was not immediately accompanied by further
developments in retailing. It was not until after the middle of the 19th century that the
retail trade, as it is recognised today, started to evolve. The latter half of the 19th
century saw fundamental changes in the shopping habits of the UK population on the
basis of a much enlarged, urbanised and increasingly well-off population. This in turn
changed the structure of retail distribution from a pre-industrial form to one which still
exists today. Imtially there was a replacement of street sellers by independent fixed
stores, both general and specialist. The importance of these were soon overtaken by
multiple store organisations in the final quarter of the 19th century, initially in the field

of groceries, but later in non-food areas. These multiple outlet developments were



accompanied by the growth of co-operative stores and department stores. The
multiple store continued to appeal predominately to working-class customers on the
basis of price. Competition in retailing increased with the emergence of the variety
chain stores which developed considerably in the inter-war period. The distinguishing
features of these were an emphasis upon high-volume trading in a wide range of low-
priced goods, with shoppers operating a system of self-selection. It was not until this
period that the multiple chains began to increase their range of goods in an effort to

reach more customers (Howe 1992).

By the early decades of the 20th century multiple chains were able to enjoy economies
of scale through their ability to buy in bulk as well, as standardisation and
specialisation of retail functions such as buying, merchandising and administration.
The inter-war period saw supply conditions continuing to favour large-scale retailing.
An increase in the manufacture of standard goods, the introduction of pre-packaged
goods, and extended use of branding, encouraged the formation of a national market

for products (Howe 1992; Johnson 1992).

As with many other industries, retail underwent a fundamental transformation in the
post-war period. It has been described by some as a ‘retail revolution’ and is claimed
to be as dramatic and influential as the industrial revolution (Segal-Horn 1987).

Others dispute the term ‘retail revolution’ arguing that “retailing is an evolving
industry” (Dawson 2000:142) as there is little evidence of major paradigm shifts.
Segal-Horn (1987) described the retail revolution as a “combination of market changes

together with new ways of organising and conducting retail business” (p.31). Lower-

10

\_\\2 :.i')(\,, ‘\r,,
N I

RN
S 2
Nl



cost multiple retailers were able to fully exploit their economies of scale by competing
in terms of price. This increased the rate of penetration of those multiple shop

organisations able to exploit this advantage (Ruston 1999).

The decrease in the number of retail outlets in the UK reflects the maturity of the
industry and increased competitive pressures (Musannif 1988). The first phase of
concentration occurred in the post-war period up to 1971 that saw the fastest decline
in absolute numbers of shops. Since then there has been a slower rate of decline.
Different sectors of the retail industry experienced different timings of concentration.
Rationalisation began to occur in the grocery industry in the 1960s when supermarkets
competed heavily on price. Not only do different types of retailing format compete
against each other, but increasingly competition is among multiples themselves - a sign
of market maturity. With companies getting larger in size and smaller in number, the
catchment area of potential customers 1s expanding (Business Monitor 1988; Ruston

1999).

Changes in lifestyle have resulted in consumers increasingly demanding more
convenient and longer opening hours, and improved service provision from retail
outlets. The retail industry responded by extending opening hours. This is also linked
with legislative changes, which gave retailers the opportunity to open for longer hours,
for example, Sunday trading. Some food retailers even began operating 24 hour
opening, predominately those in the food and home improvement retailing sectors

(Ruston 1999).
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A number of changes and external influences have had a significant impact on
employment in the retail industry. Increasing competition, rapidly changing market
conditions, more selective customer demands, longer opening hours, and increases in
the average size of outlet have been key trends in the retail industry (Freathy and
Sparks 1994; Ogbonna and Whipp 1999; Walters and Hanrahan 2000). However, as
Doogan (1992) and Shackleton (1998) point out, these changes are difficult to discern
in large scale statistics because the data offers a scant impression of the realities of

restructuring that have taken place.

2.3 THE STRUCTURE OF THE UK RETAIL INDUSTRY

One of the trends in retailing over the last ten to fifteen years has been the increasing
overlap of the major store format groupings so that the rationale for differentiation into
the traditional categories is becoming difficult to sustain (Ruston 1999). Although
specialisation is gathering pace, the boundaries between products and services are
becoming increasingly blurred. For example, many grocery stores now stock a
selection of household goods, and retailers are beginning to compete with banks and
insurance companies in the financial services market. This fragmentation of markets
has led to a multiplicity of retail formats. For the purpose of this research the

following classifications of retail formats are used:

Multiple Store Groups
The multiples are traditionally defined as ‘enterprises with over ten shops’ (Musannif
1988; Ruston 1999). There has been an increase in the size of average multiple store

organisation in terms of outlets, and also the increased size of these outlets in terms of

12



employment (Business Monitor 1988). This form of retailing organisation has come to
dominate the UK retail industry in terms of sales and market share. Multiples have
been largely reliant on market share gains to fund their growth, rather than volume

growth (Segal-Horn 1987).

There are two types of multiple stores - the variety chain stores, and the specialist
multiple shops. The definition of variety stores is not clear because they sell a wide
range of merchandise on a self-selection basis, for example Marks and Spencer and
Woolworth. The specialist multiple store has its origins in one product market, for
example, Superdrug, WHSmith and The Burton Group. These initially majored in
food and footwear, but are now dominant in most other sectors. The relative position
of multiples differs across major specialist sectors of the retail trade. Its market
penetration is greatest in the grocery sector, followed by clothing and footwear, and
household goods. However, in the Confectioners, Tobacconists and Newsagents
(CTNs) and other non-food sectors, multiples do not appear to hold such a dominant

position (Segal-Horn 1987).

The Independent Retailer

The independent retailer has suffered a vital loss in their share of the retail trade over
the past four decades (Business Monitor 1988; Ruston 1999). They have been reeling
under the onslaught of the multiples, but can always survive because of their long-term
role in society, and by virtue of the unique service that they offer. Meanwhile, the
independent retail establishment does remain the dominant physical feature of retailing

in terms of outlet numbers.
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Department Stores

The department store is a mature retailing format which has been in decline since its
peak in 1950 (Howe 1992). The traditional definition of a department store is ‘selling
space in excess of 25 000 sq. ft. on more than one level, selling at least five types of
merchandise including women's wear on a departmental basis’ (Musannif 1988). Since
1971 department stores have been omitted from separate analysis in the Census of
Distribution report, but the sector is estimated to account for approximately 4.5 per
cent of total retail sales (Howe 1992). It would seem unlikely that department stores
can regain any significant share of the retail market, especially with the emergence of

'up-market' chains such as Next and Principles (Ruston 1999).

The Co-Operative Retail Societies

The Co-operative movement comprises the individual societies and the Co-operative
Wholesale Society (CWS), which is in turn owned by the individual societies. CWS
acts as a central marketing organisation, major wholesaler, and supplier (Musannif
1988). Since 1950 the Co-operatives' share of the total retail trade has more than

halved, suffering from the growth of the multiple store groups (Retail Business 1994).

Mail Order

Mail order prospered in the 1950's and 1960's (Howe 1992). Today this retailing
format can be divided into two sections, the traditional agency mail order system, and
direct mail sales. The traditional form of mail order retailing accounts for 90 per cent
of home shopping sales and being dominated by five large organisations, has one of the

highest concentration in retailing. However, advancements in technology may lead to
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a revival of non-shop retailing through tele-shopping. The expansion of access to the
Internet means that customers can shop from the 'information highway' as well as
through satellite television channels. The grocery sector is the first of the large UK
multiple retailer sector to operate tele-shopping with 'virtual supermarkets' and home

delivery (Ruston 1999).

Franchising

Another increasingly popular form of retailing is the business-format franchise. This
occurs where a franchiser develops a particular form of product or service and a
number of independent businesses (franchisees) pay the franchiser for the right to
conduct the franchise operation in a particular locality. Business format franchises
accounted for 3.7 per cent of retail sales in the UK in 1995. This equated to 474
business formal franchises, employing 222,700 staff, with sales worth £5.9 billion

(Ruston 1999).

This research study concentrates on multiple store retailing. Given its dominance of
the industry, both in terms of employment and trading, it is an very important employer
in the UK. Consequently, its execution of HRM and employee resourcing practices
has widespread implications for a large proportion of the UK’s workforce. A
particular focus of the empirical research was on multiple store retailing and the
superstore format. Consequently, a more detailed discussion of this sector of the retail

industry will take place in section 2.4.
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2.4 MULTIPLE STORE RETAILERS AND THE SUPERSTORE FORMAT
As outlined in Section 2.2.1 market concentration has occurred in the UK retail
industry over recent years, whereby a few multiple organisations dominate various
retail sectors. For the purpose of this thesis the term multiple store retailers will be
used to describe those organisations with over ten outlets and operating on a national
basis. The market power of these large firms in the UK retail industry has expanded
considerably over recent decades (Baret et al 2000). The largest firms in retailing are
amongst the largest companies in the UK (Labour Research 1994; Sparks 1989),

underlining their significant role in the UK’s economy.

The list of top UK employers is dominated by multiple branch retailers (Labour
Research 1994), thus highlighting the concentration of employment in a few large
businesses. This is such that multiple retailers represent less that one per cent of
businesses, yet account for 46 per cent of retail employment, and over half of retail
turnover (NRTC 1995). Retailing is a labour intensive industry (Shackleton 1998),

making it a key area for any HRM study.

A key feature of the industry is the domination of the market by a few, large multiple
retail companies. These multiple retailers have dominated the retail industry since
rationalisation began in the 1960s. Independent retailers, particularly those in the
grocery sector, attribute their decline to unfair and discriminatory trade practices by
multiples and suppliers. The industry displays significant pockets of oligopolistic
behaviour in what is otherwise a highly competitive industry. Acquisitions have meant

increasing rationalisation in the retail sector with the major multiple store retailers
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claiming growing shares of the total market. This has been aided by aggressive
marketing and promotional activity. The 1980s was a decade of mergers and
acquisitions that saw the development of ‘super-multiples’ such as Kingfisher, Dixons,
Burton, Tesco, Sainsbury, and Argyll (Ruston 1999). However, the 21st Century is

witnessing some reverse in this trend with the on-going de-merger of the Kingfisher

group.

The growth of multiple store retailers in the UK has led to their requirement for large
amounts of finance. Many of the companies are quoted on the stock exchange and
have generated financial capital on these markets. The ownership of multiple retailers
is becoming more and more concentrated into a small number of financial institutions.
The large size of many of these organisations has brought about changes in the nature
of their relationships with the institutional investors:

“The imperative to meet short-term tactical targets becomes stronger as

institutional investor involvement increases and becomes more active.”

(Dawson 2000:128)
This is particularly so for food retailers who have become increasingly answerable to
the City and shareholder pressure (Freathy and Sparks 1994). Multiple store retailers
are generally owned and controlled by those not in charge of their day-to-day
operations. The imperative has subsequently become the maintenance of a high share
price to sustain profits (Sparks 1989). As a result many multiple store retailers are

required to perform against specified quantitative targets through the development of

more sophisticated retail strategies.

The dominance of the large retail organisation in recent decades has led to an

increasing complexity of their operations. This has demanded a more professional
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approach to operations, which has been witnessed in their search for products and
sites, the merchandise and design of stores, logistics, and employment (Sparks 2000b).
This has been a key component in organisational change and the rise of the multiple
store retailer. Until recently the focus of growth was on the development of larger

shops, in new locations, with the impetus on efficiency and effectiveness of operations

(Sparks 2000a).

The efficient administration of such complex organisations requires a centralised
structure and functional specialisation at head office (to avoid duplication of common
back-up services), as well as a high degree of monitoring and co-ordination of all its
activities (Sparks 1989, 1992a). At the same time this flexibility is supported by very
tight cost management and financial controls. Such systems tend to require
centralisation of policy, planning and investment, with multiple retailers thus needing
high control and high flexibility to compete effectively in the market (Segal-Horn

1987).

As multiple store retailers have grown larger they have centralised many of their
functions and facilities. This process has included the centralisation of functions such
as buying, advertising, pricing and merchandising. Consequently, while the stores are
“substantial operations in their own right”, they are “attached through an umbilical
cord and data cord to the central part of the business” (Sparks 2000a:18). A further,
and more detailed, discussion of this centralisation of store level managers’

responsibilities takes place in Chapter five.
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Large multiple retailers are also associated with the geographical decentralisation from
high streets to out-of-town locations. The grocery multiples tend to be at the forefront
of change in the retail industry. It is a highly concentrated and competitive sector
dominated by five non co-operative operators who between them have a 64 per cent
share of grocery retail sales in the UK (Marchington and Harrison 1991). They spear-
headed the move towards self-service shopping and larger retail outlets in the 1950s
culminating in superstores and hypermarkets operating in out-of-town locations. The
trend of expansion in size and geographical decentralisation was followed by the DI1Y,
furniture and electrical multiples setting up 'retail warehouses' in retail parks, and then

other multiple retailers moving to out-of-town shopping centres.

The increase in size of multiple store retailers has been accompanied by format
development, and in particular the rise of the superstore format. The standard
definition for ‘superstores’ is of stores “with a sales area greater than 25,000 sq.ft. on
one floor and with adjacent parking facilities” (Ruston 1999:100). Superstore
development in the UK began in the 1960s. The format was relatively slowly
introduced until it became increasingly accepted by consumers, retailers and planners.
Improved economies of scale and lower unit costs became paramount in the 1980s.
Capacity became increasingly rationalised which led to the emergence of superstores in
out-of-town locations. While in 1980 only 5 per cent of sales took place through out-

of-town retailing, by 1991 this had grown to 17 per cent (Ruston 1999).

The penetration of superstores into the UK accelerated dramatically during the 1980s

and early 1990s until planning regulations curtailed their expansion (Bromley and
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Thomas 1993; Davies 1995; Davies and Sparks 1989; Freathy 1993, Guy 1994,
McGoldrick 1990; Wrigley and Lowe 1996). Subsequently, multiple store retailers
shifted their focus from new store build to a concern with the operational efficiency of
existing stores (Freathy and Sparks 1996). Sparks (2000b) has warned that the
superstore format 1s now under threat because of planning restrictions, but believes it
“will remain the dominant format for some time” (p.88), particularly in the food

retailing sector.

The retail format through which some multiple store retailers have become more
successful is the superstore (Sparks 2000a). Food retailing is now dominated by a few
multiple store retailers, predominately operating the superstore format. Figure one
outlines the characteristics of superstore food retail outlets, according to Dawson
(1984).

Figure 1: Characteristics of large format food retail outlets (Dawson 1984)

1. Retail establishment run by horizontally integrated chain
2. Sales areas of > 2500m’

3. Merchandise mix of >35% sales area in non-food
4. Gross floor space >120% sales area

5. Product range wide, but shallow

6. Mass scrambled merchandising

7. Prices are relatively low

8. Customer self-service

9. Extended opening hours

10.Associated operations e.g. petrol

11.High technology use

12.Supply channels

13.Car parking space provided

14 Development by retailer

15.0ff-centre locations

16.Design stresses functionalism

17.Store management decentralised
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Due to their operational efficiency, the development of the superstore format quickly
became the sole focus of multiple store retailers in the grocery sector (Shaw et al
1989). Retailers in other sectors also followed, particularly those in the home
improvement and electrical areas. These out-of-town superstores are cost effective,
with greater economies of scale. The emphasis on larger outlets to realise economies
of scale became apparent with out-of-town superstores tending to be more cost-
intensive than labour intensive (Dawson et al 1987; Segal-Horn 1987). This has
resulted in a polarisation of the market between large out-of-town superstores and
smaller in-town outlets. A further discussion relating to the employment

characteristics of superstore retailing takes place in Section 3.3.

2.5 COMPETITIVE STRATEGIES IN THE UK RETAIL INDUSTRY
Crucial to a firm's growth and prosperity in large-scale multiple store retailing in the
UK is the ability to gain and retain a competitive advantage (Howe 1992; Walters and
Hanrahan 2000). This involves a success factor in the market substantial enough to
make a difference, and sustainable in the face of changing conditions and competitive
actions (Johnson 1992). A competitive advantage is gained by focusing on variables
that clearly differentiate a company from its competitors enabling an organisation to
increase volume, reduce costs, retain customers, and hence increase profitability

(Walker 1992).

Many retailers were quick to realise that economies of scale could be best achieved
through repetition. Adding identical departments and branches led to quantity buying

and other favourable terms, which could provide a considerable competitive
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advantage. In the early 1990's the strategies for achieving this were through
dominating local markets, increasing store size, sales and gross profit productivity,
improving store operating costs and central cost productivity, and reducing
merchandising costs. However, to the extent that one company gained the initiative,
competitors were obliged to respond and thereby play a reactive rather than a
proactive role. This, combined with the openness on issues of strategy and
performance demanded of multiple retailers from their investors, has created problems
in competitive terms “with the copying of tactics and strategies widespread in
retailing” (Dawson 2000:129). In the 1980s and early 1990s retailers could be

described as 'defenders' (Miles and Snow 1984).

Retailing is very often viewed as a mature industry despite also being described as
‘dynamic’ (Musannif 1988; Sparks 1992a, 1992b). A portfolio classification could
thus be used which draws on the concepts of product life cycle and experience curve -
a tool recommended by Baird and Meshoulam (1988). Multiple branch retailing could
be generally defined as a ‘cash cow’ using the Boston Consulting Group (BCG)
portfolio model. This places the emphasis on costs in order to maintain growth.
However, large retailers have begun to recognise the need for innovation in order to
remain competitive, particularly in the more developed food retailing sector. This has
encouraged them to enter new markets, such as banking and Internet shopping. Using
the BCG matrix these new ventures could be defined as ‘question marks’, which create
a demand for new skills and effective management. In essence retail companies have
had to do more to sustain their profit growth targets in the face of changing markets

(Whitefield 1987).
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During the 1990's and into the 21st century some major retailers appeared to be
practising two generic strategies simultaneously by placing an emphasis on both quality
enhancement and cost reduction (Ogbonna and Whipp 1999). This was particularly in
terms of offering customers a high quality of customer service and shopping
experience, together with low prices. Compounded by competitive pressures,
particularly in the food retailing sector, retail strategies have tended to focus on the
maintenance of a high share price, through cost saving initiatives (Christopherson
1996; Freathy and Sparks 1996; Ogbonna and Wilkinson 1998; Ogbonna and Whipp
1999). The economic recession of the early 1990s intensified the situation by placing
price at the forefront of retailers’ competitive strategies (Ogbonna and Whipp 1999).
This search for operating efficiencies and improved methods of meeting customer

needs transformed the operations of leading retailers.

Parallel to pursuing this strategy of cost reduction, many retailers placed the quality of
customer service at the heart of their competitive strategies in the mid to late 1990s.
As Ogbonna and Whipp (1999) noted, even the recession of the early 1990s, and the
subsequent re-focus on cost savings was not at the total expense of quality and service.
“The critical role of customer service” (Doogan 1992:23) and “quality of staff” issues
(Sparks 1992b:11) became key determinants in contemporary strategies of retail
competition. There is a clear association in the literature between the rise of customer
service as an important facet of the retail business and the competitive edge which can
be gained (Gardner and Sheppard 1989). The customer care programmes are
important strategies for today's multiple store retailer gaining prevalence during the

1990's. However, Sparks (1992c¢) noted, “in looking at the realities of British retailing,



customers might be forgiven for believing that retailers understand only lip service
rather than customer service” (p.165). As Lowe and Crewe (1996) found, increased
efficiency for the retailer has often meant declining standards of service to the
customer. Yet, pursuing a strategy of quality customer service requires a culture
which always puts the customer first. Many retailers have attempted to encourage a
strong sense of company culture and corporate identity in the workplace (Doogan
1992), which would suggest a ‘soft’ HRM approach is necessary to secure the success

of such corporate strategies.

In all retail activities there appears to be a strategic drive towards serving the customer
better, but within an acceptable cost base (Freathy and Sparks 2000). Many retailers
are now moving towards customer-centric marketing models, recognising that the
customer has high expectations of service (Ruston 1999). This has in part been caused
by speculation that growth could only be achieved by attracting customers from
competitors (Ogbonna and Whipp 1999). This seems to have served as the impetus
for change, and a majority of retailers now embrace the philosophy of customer
service. Some retailers have undergone enormous strategic change to address the
combination of strong competition in the industry, together with a more discerning
customer. One example of this was Safeway whose strategy was re-focused, which

involved a massive overhaul of the whole company (Ruston 1999).

The concurrent strategies of cost reduction and improved quality of customer service

appear diametrically opposed goals. It also does not accord with the typology put

forward by Porter (1985) that only one strategy type can be pursued within the same
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organisation at the same time. This suggests that an alternative approach to generic
strategy is needed. Ogbonna and Whipp (1999) found that staff were confused about
the conflicting messages arising from changes to competitive strategy in the food
retailing sector. These competitive strategies have obviously had various
repercussions on the practice of HRM and employee resourcing within retail

organisations, which will be discussed in more detail in Section 4.3.

This chapter has sought to outline the industry context within which local managers
operate and HRM is executed. A brief historical perspective was provided, before the
discussion focused on multiple store retailing, with an emphasis on the superstore

format.

Increasing rationalisation in the retail industry has led to multiple store retailers
claiming an increasing share of the total market. Many multiple retailers are now
answerable to shareholder pressure, which has placed an emphasis on cost reduction
and profit maximisation through the development of appropriate corporate strategies.
The growth of multiple store retailers has been accompanied by a rise in the superstore
format, particularly in the food retailing sector. These superstores have tended to be
located out-of-town, achieving greater economies of scale than equivalent high-street

stores.

Current retail strategies appear to be focused on two aspects - customer service and

cost minimisation. This equates to Porter’s (1985) quality enhancement and cost

reduction strategies being pursued simultaneously - two apparently diametrically
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opposed strategies. The literature places doubt on retailers’ true strategic intentions of
quality enhancement, and the consequences of these strategies for employment issues

will be examined in the following chapter.
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Chapter 3
EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS OF UK

MULTIPLE STORE RETAILING

This chapter seeks to examine the employment characteristics of the retail industry. It
adopts a particular focus on multiple store retailing and the superstore format in order
to reflect the empirical work of this research study. This encompasses an outline of the
main characteristics of the retail labour market before proceeding to consider the

nature of local management.

3.1 INTRODUCTION

To discern the role of store level managers in the process of employee resourcing it is
important to consider the nature of the retail workforce. A review of current trends
and key characteristics will enable a full understanding of the context within which
HRM and employee resourcing is practised in multiple store retailing. Statistics and
key trends are taken from the period of the mid 1990s to enable a picture of the nature
of retail employment, at the time of the empirical research, to be established. Key
features of the retail workforce are examined with a focus on the high use of non-
standard employment; the above-average employment of women; and the increasing

employment of student workers.

Sparks (1992a) described British retailing as characterised by:

“low pay, poor levels of staff remuneration, sometimes inadequate working
conditions, and minimal staff levels, motivation and concern.” (p.182)
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The workforce is often described as “youthful” and “feminised”, employing a large

number of young workers, together with having a predominately female workforce

(Sparks 1992a, 1992b; Shackleton 1998; Sly 1996).

Another of the features common to retail employment is the high level of labour
turnover. USDAW (Union of Shop, Distributive and Allied Workers) estimated
average staff turnover for 1989 to be 62 per cent. Exacerbated by these high levels of
turnover is a low level of unionisation. Overall it is estimated that less than 30 per cent
of retail employees belong to a trade union (Sparks 1992a); Toye et al (1992) put the
figure even lower at 17 per cent. Of these, most will belong to USDAW (Sparks
1992a). However, some companies have maintained substantive agreements with
trade unions, which culminated in the first partnership agreement in the retail industry,

between Tesco and USDAW in 1998 (IDS 1998).

3.2 EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS AND TRENDS IN UK
MULTIPLE STORE RETAILING
Retailing is a labour intensive industry (Shackleton 1998) with three key
characteristics. Retailers are high employers of part timers who constitute a substantial
part of the industry’s workforce (IRS 1993b; Naylour 1994; Shackleton 1998; Sparks
1992b). Inrecent years the introduction of zero hour and minimum hours contracts
have been witnessed (IDS 1993a, 1993b; Neathey and Hurstfield 1995). Retailers also
employ high numbers of women and young workers, particularly students. Each of

these will be examined in more detail in this section.
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3.2.1 Non-Standard Labour In The Retail Workforce

Retailers employ large numbers of part timers, and a significant proportion of the retail
workforce could be categorised as ‘flexible’, i.e. working less than full time under non-
permanent contracts (Hakim 1987). In Spring 1995, part time employment accounted
for 43 per cent of the British retail workforce (Sly 1996). Between 1984 and 1994,
part time employment in retailing increased by 63 per cent in the UK (Naylour 1994),
while the incidence of temporary working remains low, accounting for 4 per cent of
the total workforce (Alpin and Walsh 1997). The industry also accounted for the
largest share of part time workers, with the biggest increase in part time jobs occurring
in the food retailing sector (Naylour 1994). This increase in part time employment led
to a concurrent decrease in the employment of full timers, particularly in the food
retailing sector (Freathy and Sparks 1996; Naylour 1994; Sparks 1992b). However,
the retail industry’s dependence on part time employment has been a long standing
feature of their labour market structure, and not simply “a phenomenon of the

recession and uncertainty of the 1980°s” (Walsh 1991:107).

McGregor and Sproull (1991, 1992) found that the main reasons for employers
recruiting flexible workers (in particular part time and temporary workers) were
traditional ones. These were defined as providing short term cover, catering for tasks
requiring only limited inputs, or attracting certain segments of the labour force.
Recruiting part timers avoids the under-use of labour and the higher level of wage and
non-wage payments which need to be meted out if full timers were employed to fill
these jobs. This is classified as the supplementary rationale for the recruitment of part

timers (Tam 1997). The use of part timers enables retailers to match labour demands
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with changing patterns in operational and customer requirements. This has been
particularly evident in the superstore sector and is said to indicate a shift from the
employment of full time workers to part time workers (Sparks 1992b). It could
therefore be argued that the deployment of part time workers in the retail industry is a
combination of both supplementary and substitution factors, with the use of

substitution a relatively new phenomenon.

Much of the literature concludes that retailers have increased their employment of part
timers in order to develop flexible groups of employees for the achievement of
economic gain. This is particularly through their ability to increase hours without
incurring premium rate overtime payments (Gregory 1991; Robinson 1990; Walsh
1990). Gregory (1991) found that retailers consider part timers to be the main vehicle
for flexibility, particularly through overtime. Neathey and Hurstfield (1995) has found
that retailers commonly employ non-standard employees to contain or reduce costs,
whilst having the flexibility to cover regular fluctuations in business. Meanwhile,
Gregory (1991), Robinson (1990), and Walsh (1990), found that retail employers were
using part timers to control costs and increase productivity within a competitive

environment.

Almost all sectors of the retail industry experience fluctuations in demand over the
year, usually attributable to seasonal factors (Sparks 1992a, 1992b; Walsh 1990,
1991). These fluctuations enhance the attractiveness of temporary workers. The use
of temporary staff on fixed short-term contracts has been advocated as an important

component of the retail labour force (Walsh 1991). It is most frequently used to cope
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with fluctuations in demand as a result of seasonal factors, which generally occur
during the Christmas period when some retail employers earn up to 40 per cent of
annual revenue in a six week period (Sparks 1992a). Walsh (1990), and Hunter and
Maclnnes (1991, 1992), found that the seasonal variation in retail sales was commonly
met by temporary employees, usually for sales and summer seasons. However, the
incidence of temporary employment in retailing is low (approximately 4 per cent) and

appears to affect mainly the youngest workers, particularly students (Alpin & Walsh

1997).

McGregor and Sproull (1991, 1992) found that although supply-side explanations
were quite salient for employers of part timers, they were cited less frequently in the
case of temporary workers. Flexible working practices open up opportunities of
employing different groups of people - those with family or caring responsibilities,
those with other time pressures, such as education, and those who simply do not want
to commit themselves to ‘standard’ employment. There is a majority of part time
workers who prefer to work in their current pattern (Wareing 1992) and these workers
are termed as 'voluntary' part timers. These are typically women with dependent
children, full time students, or semi-retired persons. Women, especially those with
children, value flexibility of work hours and seek job opportunities which offer this
advantage, particularly in the UK where employer-provided child care provision is

scarce (Feldman and Doerpinghaus 1992).

Research indicates that part time workers are often treated less favourably than full

time workers in respect to some conditions of employment. They are commonly



excluded from receiving overtime premia. Few employers pay any premium to part
timers for working overtime beyond their contractual hours until the full time standard
weekly hours are exceeded (Dickens 1992, 1995; Walsh 1990, 1991). Promotion
beyond a certain level is also limited for part time employees (Tilly 1992). Robinson
(1990) found a few part time supervisors in existence in the retail industry, but they
typically worked over 30 hours a week and were only used where full time supervisory
staff could not provide adequate cover, such as at week-ends and late evenings.
Consequently, part timers are confined to certain occupational groups within the

lowest grades of a store (Robinson 1990, Walsh 1991).

Research has also confirmed that part time employees are particularly disadvantaged in
skill levels (Gallie 1991; Gallie and White 1994), tending to be found in the lower
skilled jobs directly responsive to customer demand (Cockburn 1991; Gregory 1991).
Elias and Gregory (1994) concluded that part time work remains heavily skewed
toward the low-skill end of the spectrum of occupations, with the occupational
structure of part time jobs changing little since 1980. Gallie and White (1994) found
that part timers were not only the lowest skilled workers on all criteria, but were least
likely to have experienced an increase in either skills or responsibility over the previous
five years. They concluded that in terms of skill, part timers conform most closely to

the secondary, or peripheral, labour market.

The ultimate form of part time working is the zero, or minimum hours contract, where

there is no specification as to the exact hours which an employee is expected to work.

A number of retailers have adopted this form of working for a small proportion of their
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workforce to achieve maximum flexibility of working time (IDS 1993a; IRS 1993b).
This has resulted in a further fragmentation of working hours for some retail
employees and they have been identified in the literature as the true ‘peripheral’
workforce in the retail industry (Neathey and Hurstfield 1995; Purcell and Purcell

1999).

3.2.2 Women In The Retail Workforce
In the course of the 20th Century, the retail industry changed from a predominately
male full time workforce, to a female one with large numbers of part time workers
(Bradley 1989; Hoffman 1947; Winstanley 1983). As Howe (1992) described:
“retailing 1s dominated by women and managed by men.” (p.192)
Sixty one per cent of the retail workforce is female, while in 1994 sixty five per cent of
women working in retail were employed on a part time basis, compared to only twenty
five per cent of men (Census of Employment 1994). The expansion of female
employment has been particularly prevalent in the superstore sector (Booz et al 1990;
Dawson et al 1986). The vast majority of part time positions within superstores,
particularly supermarkets, were filled by women (Dawson et al 1986). However, the
rise in the number of part time jobs and the substitution of part time jobs for full time
jobs has taken place largely within the female workforce. Therefore, the majority of

male jobs remain full time (MacEwan Scott 1994).

The retail workforce, particularly in the superstore sector, reveals a distinct gender
bias, with women being used primarily as sales assistants and men tending to occupy

managerial roles (Freathy 1993). While women are more likely to be managers in the



retail industry than other occupational sectors, they tend to be concentrated at the
lower levels of management (Davidson and Cooper 1992). Wacjman (1996) implicates
masculine organisational cultures in the retail industry for the existence of vertical
occupational segregation, claiming that macho management is in the ascendancy.
Barriers for females in reaching senior retail management positions of ‘not being male’,
long hours, lack of part time management positions, and locational mobility, have been
cited (Broadbridge 1998; MacEwen Scott 1994). This has led to conclusions that
masculinity and male values still constitute an essential qualification for many retail

management posts.

The retail industry employs a large proportion of part time female labour and various
attempts have been made to explain this. One approach argues that it is the nature of
the retail industry and demand factors that contribute to the high incidence of flexible
working practices (Dale 1987). This argument asserts that the retail industry
demonstrates all the factors that have been identified as likely to lead to the
construction of part time jobs within an occupation or industry. These are that it
draws upon the local labour market, is labour intensive, has staffing requirements that
fluctuate, requires employees to work unsociable hours, and the work has traditionally
been carried out by women (Dale 1987). Conversely, it has been argued that
feminisation of the retail workforce has enabled employers to deploy a flexible
workforce more easily. Retailers have been provided with a readily available pool of
labour that accepts inferior terms and conditions of employment, as working mothers
strive to accommodate their child care and domestic obligations (Brockbank and Airey

1994a, 1994b).



Occupational segregation is prevalent in the retail industry (Broadbridge 1995; Craig
and Wilkinson 1985; Dawson et al 1987; Freathy 1993; Sparks 1991) and research has
shown there is a long history of job gendering in retailing (Broadbridge 1991; Craig
and Wilkinson 1982; Game and Pringle 1984; Winstanley 1983). This pattern of
segregation began to develop as women were drawn into the retail industry and can be
traced back to the late nineteenth century. Men have always filled the occupations that
were considered skilled and requiring training, where the value of the products sold
was high, the work was considered heavy and rough, or where there was a
predominately male clientele. Women traditionally conducted jobs which required
minimal training, the work was considered light, the clientele was predominately
female, and where the wage bill was highly important to the shopkeeper (Holcombe
1973). As a result, female workers were found in confectionery, millinery, corsetry,
china goods, women’s clothing, and where refreshments were sold. Men dominated in
the grocery, jewellery, butchery, ironmongery, fishmongery, and pharmacy sector. The
most striking feature is how firmly the pattern of segregation persisted once it was
established. ‘Masculine’ jobs have today retained their associations with craft and

training, as well as being the more senior positions in retail.

Horizontal segregation is also prevalent within the retail industry, where even within
the same retail store occupational segregation often exists. Sales (other than buyers,
brokers and sales representatives) is one occupation in which the greatest proportion
of women work part time (Sly 1996). MacEwen Scott’s research (1994) highlighted
the tendency for retail managers to allocate men and women to different sections

within a store according to the types of activity and merchandise. The main reasons
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was the close association between the goods sold and the salesperson and the
customer. This was justified in terms of economic efficiency as retail managers
attributed it to producing better sales. However, job gendering also occurred behind

the scenes where no customers were involved.

Research in the food retailing sector indicates that men working on the shop floor were
mainly confined to specialist areas such as butchery, bakery, or warehouse (Freathy
1993). MacEwan Scott (1994) found that men tend to hold most of the senior
positions in stores and dominated departments with expensive or bulky consumables.
Tolich and Briar (1999) found major gender divisions between apparently equal
workers that were clearly detrimental to female employees’ promotion prospects.
Gender differences must therefore be recognised as not always arising out of natural,
or biological differences between men and women, but out of social processes and the
specific implementation of employment policies by managers (Rubery and Wilkinson

1994).

Women are also disproportionately found in business support functions, and least likely
to hold operational roles within retailing (WH Smith 1994). This is despite 13 retail
companies being members of the Opportunity 2000 initiative (Times Books 1995).
Broadbridge (1998) concluded that this must equate to a considerable divergence

between espoused company policy and organisational reality.



3.2.3 Student Workers In The Retail Workforce

The retail industry has a workforce with 50 per cent of all workers aged 34 or less;
higher than the national average for all employment (NRTC 1995). Many of these
younger workers are students working part time to fund their studies (Dex and
McCulloch 1995; Lucas 1997, Taylor and Smith 1998). The numbers of part time
workers in the 16-19 age group exceeds those of full time workers (Employment
Department 1994). Taylor and Smith (1998) found that 47.9 per cent of their sample
of full time students, worked in the retail sector. According to Labour Force Survey
data, the majority of retail employees aged 16-19 worked part time, and 15 per cent of
Britain’s retail workforce were enrolled on full time education courses in Spring 1995
(Alpin and Walsh 1997). The significance of the retail sector as an important location
of the student worker is clearly apparent. Dex and McCulloch (1995) suggest that
Britain “may be in the process of moving to the USA model of part time employment
where the rates of part time employment are highest amongst the young workers who

are in full time education” (p.136-7).

Existing literature focuses on the supply of student workers to the labour market and
the experiences of those student workers, rather than employer demand for student
labour (for example, Hakim 1996; Lucas 1997, Lucas and Ralston 1997; Taylor and
Smith 1998). This is in contrast to other research conducted on flexible employment
where demand-side factors are often examined at the expense of the employee
perspective. The research shows that student workers tend to be treated as peripheral
by their employers. Whilst located in low skilled jobs they “tend to get the worse jobs

2

the lowest pay and often find themselves pressurised to work extra hours and shifts”
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(Taylor and Smith 1998: 3). Lucas (1997) claimed to have strong evidence
demonstrating employers’ attempts by employers to maximise labour control through

low cost and high flexibility strategies by using student labour.

With much of the literature defining student workers as part of the peripheral
workforce this raises the issue of working mothers’ part time employment. Dex and
McCulloch (1995) concluded that women’s part time employment linked to family
formation has appeared to have peaked. They believed that employers are now
increasingly turning to student workers to maximise flexibility. This forces women
into direct competition with students, for the availability of part time jobs, as noted by
Rubery and Tarling (1988):

“women are being increasingly forces into competition with other

disadvantaged groups in their traditional employment areas........ thus women

could lose their dubious advantage of being an important source of

disadvantaged labour supply.” (p.126)
This is particularly applicable to the retail industry as a large employer of both female

2

and student, part timers.

3.3 EMPLOYMENT CHARACTERISTICS OF THE SUPERSTORE
SECTOR

The employment implications of superstore retailing have attracted academic interest

over recent years (Sparks 1982, 1983, 1991; Dawson et al 1986; 1988). Of the 2.2.

million persons employed within retailing over 380,000 are directly employed by

superstores (Freathy 1993). The growth of superstores has therefore had a significant

impact upon UK retail employment.
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As store sizes increase so economies of scale are encountered, including economies of
labour input. Large multiple store retailers have been associated with the most modern
changes in the labour process, particularly through their use of technology, with
retailers becoming one of the most innovative users of information technology
(Walters and Hanrahan 2000). This introduction of information technology has also
led to some reduction in the need for labour. The use of Electronic Point of Sale
(EPOS) technology has enabled a better matching of staff supply to customer demand,
with a resultant increase in employment flexibility (Sparks 2000a). The rise in the
superstore format has consequently led to a reduction in labour input in retailing,
particularly in the food retailing sector where a large proportion of superstore formats

are in operation.

Much of the work carried out by shop-floor sales assistants in multiple retail
companies is tedious and low-skilled. This has led to the retail workforce being
described by MacEwan Scott (1994) as the ‘new proletariat of modern times’. The
increased use of information technology means that retailing is becoming increasingly
standardised relying on mass production methods for economies of scale and increased
productivity. For example, cashiers in superstores are often monitored for their
throughput by store managers and head office (Ogbonna and Whipp 1999). This
negates Bell’s (1973) notion of work in a post industrial society as being of a pleasant,
skilled and challenging nature. Conversely, in superstores there has been an increased
demand for "craftsmen” on the shop-floor as multiple store retailers increasingly

compete on a quality basis. As a result stores have seen the re-introduction of
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traditional craft skills on the shopfloor in the form of butchers and fishmongers in the

food retailing sector, and carpenters in the DIY sector (Ruston 1999).

Another feature of superstore employment is the marked increase in female
employment within this format (see also section 3.2.2). It has been estimated that over
70 per cent of total superstore employment is female (Dawson et al 1987; Booz et al
1990). Accompanying this increase in female employment is a growth in the use of
part time labour in superstores. An emphasis upon cost reduction together with the
increased opening hours in superstore trading has driven this rise in part time
employment in the superstore sector (Freathy 1993). In contrast to food retailing,
non-food superstores have a more even split between male and female workers
(Dawson et al 1987, Sparks 1991). Within the superstore labour market there is also
evidence of occupational segregation with female workers occupying the majority of
unskilled and semi-skilled occupations, whilst male employees are disproportionately

represented in the managerial function (Broadbridge 1991, 1998).

Superstores are also considerable employers of the under-18s and over-60s (Dawson
et al 1986). Young workers have been a traditional source of labour supply for the
retail industry, and this has been particularly prevalent in the superstore sector.
However, the decline in the number of school leavers has also led to retailers focusing
on the semi-retired. Research has found that superstore retailers who have recruited

older workers have been more successful in their demand for labour (Freathy 1993).
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The de-skilling thesis, first put forward by Braverman (1974), could be applied to the
superstore sector of the retail industry. The effects of de-skilling in the retail industry
can be traced back to the 1850s in the grocery sector. At the beginning of the 19th
century shop-keeping was considered a trade requiring a variety of skills, but new food
production methods began to erode the production skills of shop-keeping from the
1850s. The structure of the retailing industry began to change from the middle of the
20th century; as did the occupations within it. With the advent of large multiples came
the role of the shop assistant. The shop assistant carried out very different tasks from
those of the skilled apprentice with a more limited range of responsibility (Bradley
1989). The skills required for retailing were no longer craft oriented under an

apprenticeship scheme, but were social skills and industry-specific experience.

Technology has since taken over many of the tasks previously executed by humans,
such as stock-ordering and cashier skills. The use of EPOS and laser scanning has
diminished the cashier's skills, with the latest technology allowing customers to enter
their own bar codes. It can be concluded that the use of technology, particularly in the
superstore sector, has de-skilled the roles of cashiers and store level managers (Smith
1988). Such standardisation of the labour process is in line with Braverman’s (1974)
de-skilling thesis, and the ‘Fordist” approach to management. As the largest industry
in the UK economy for female and part time employees, combined with the high
density of young workers and low levels of unionisation, it could be argued that the

retail industry is utilising weaker segments of the labour market in its search for profit.
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Conversely, attempts have been made to professionalise the function of retail
management (see also Section 3.4), which suggests a conflict of interests for retailers.
This could result in a polarisation of the retail workforce with senior managers
enjoying enhanced terms and conditions of employment, while staff at the lower levels

appear to be experiencing the opposite.

Dawson et al (1986) found significant differences between employment levels and
types of labour in superstores operated by different companies. These differences were
greater than the vanation in employee types within superstores operated by any one
retailer. The main differences were in the balance between part time and full time, and
male and female, employment within superstores. They concluded that the major
determinant of employee characteristics of superstores was the store operator. This
led to calls for research that explains why such differences exist, and why different
retailers pursue apparently convergent corporate employment policies for “often
seemingly similar superstores” (p.360). This research study aims to address this gap in
the literature by examining the processes and management rationale of employee

resourcing decision making at store level.

3.4 THE NATURE OF STORE MANAGEMENT

To fulfil this study’s research objectives it is necessary to consider the nature of local
management in UK multiple store retailing. This will enable any characteristics unique
to retail management to be considered when examining the execution of HRM and

employee resourcing at operational level.
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Retail store managers occupy an indispensable role between the corporate
organisation, the store operations, and the marketplace. Over the past decade research
interest has grown in the employment aspects of retailing (Broadbridge 1991, 1996,
1998; Freathy 1993, 1997; Freathy and Sparks 1994, 1995, 1996, 2000; Sparks 1987,
1991, 1992a, 1992b, 2000a, 2000b). However, much of this work has been concerned
with the position of shop-floor workers, rather than store or head office management
(Broadbridge 1998, Freathy and Sparks 1995). Consequently, the factors that may
help or hinder the job outcomes of these managers, and how those factors may affect

the organisational outcomes have been rarely studied (Lusch and Serpkenci 1990).

The characteristics of retail managers appear consistent throughout the industry. The
jobs are nearly always full time, and the more senior the position within a store the
greater the likelihood the job will be full time (Freathy and Sparks 2000). The
managerial structure also resembles a distinct gender bias (Freathy 1993; Sparks
1992a). Much research has indicated that women, despite their numerical dominance
in the retail industry, are disproportionately represented within the lowest occupational
grades (Broadbridge 1995, 1996, 1998; Craig and Wilkinson 1985; Dawson et al 1987,
Freathy 1993; Sparks 1991). In particular women are under-represented at senior
retail management levels (Broadbridge 1997, Collins 1990; EOC 1991; Hansard
Society Commission 1990). Research conducted by the Institute for Retail Studies
found that of 481 randomly selected stores from four multiple food retailers, 97.5 per
cent of store managers were male, with only 2.5 per cent female. This trend continues
through the management hierarchy to middle and junior managers (Freathy and Sparks

2000). Only in superstores large enough to warrant a personnel department do women



seem to be more fully represented, with the majority of personnel managers being

female (Freathy 1993).

Research has revealed a highly segmented labour market between management and
shop-floor employees, which broadly reflects the primary/secondary divide identified
by Doeringer and Piore (1971). Managerial and supervisory staff have been found to
have terms and conditions of employment which most closely correspond to primary
sector employment, while shop-floor staff more closely resemble Doeringer and
Piore’s secondary employees. In practice, the managerial tier in retailing has been
further sub-divided in the literature. The terms ‘senior’, ‘middle’ and ‘junior’
management are the conventional terms used by the retail industry to describe the
typical management hierarchy (Brockbank and Airey 1994a, 1994b). Senior managers
include store managers, and grades similar and above at head office. Middle
management includes assistant store managers, personnel managers, and department

heads, while junior management comprises supervisory positions.

The bureaucratic store management hierarchy has recently been dismantled by many
retail companies in an effort to reduce costs, and increase the flexibility and job content
of remaining managers, in a search for higher productivity (Sparks 2000a). This de-
layering has been particularly extensive in the superstore sector. For example, Tesco
placed a major emphasis on the de-layering of management at the store level in the
1990s in an effort to reduce the cost burden of a bureaucratic hierarchical
organisational structure (Sparks 2000b). This has led to a breakdown of the traditional

management hierarchy, particularly in superstores. In this retail format, stores are
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more likely to have a senior store management team, while the level of supervisor/
junior management has been eradicated and merged into middle management. This has
led, in some stores, to a reduction in management to two hierarchical levels: senior and

lower level managers (Sparks 2000b).

As already discussed, senior retail managers tend to occupy full time, relatively secure
positions, with conditions of primary labour (Freathy 1993, Freathy and Sparks 2000).
As a result turnover is much lower than the industry average at just over 5 per cent
(Freathy 1993). Such sentor managers are also considered to be on a structured career
path. Doogan (1992) found that movement between stores is also a significant feature
of managenal career progression. Other features of store management is the
expectation to work considerably longer than the ‘standard’ week, including evenings
and weekends (Brockbank and Airey 1994a, 1994b). Even middle managers have
been cited as having relatively secure conditions of employment (Freathy and Sparks
1996). Department heads are typically empowered with responsibility for a specific
area of a store, although their function usually differs from senior management. Their
duties are more highly defined with their roles governed by a formal set of work
procedures. They have little or no control over space allocation, product placement,
merchandising or promotion. This has led Sparks (2000b) to conclude that:

“the requirement at the store level i1s a simple one - keep the shelves stocked

and the customers served.” (p.17)
Meanwhile, junior managers are primarily in charge of the shop-floor with work which
is usually repetitious, acting as first line of complaint from the customer (Freathy and

Sparks 2000). The overwhelming majority of junior managers have previously worked

on the shop floor, and progression from sales assistant to a supervisory position is
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considered a traditional promotional path for the sales force (Freathy 1993).
Supervisory skills are generally not considered company specific and experience is
regarded as an important promotional criteria. Freathy (1993) believed these features
would “limit supervisors’ ability to progress on to lower managerial positions” (p.74).
Freathy and Sparks (1996) consequently classified these jobs as comprising lower

primary tier employment.

Organisational and technological changes have altered the nature of retail management
jobs (Broadbridge 1998). The success of retail businesses has required rapid responses
from its managers (Freathy and Sparks 1995). However, the recruitment for a store
manager 1s often for a generalist rather than a specialist, as many of the control and
management issues are now handled away from the store at head office (Sparks
1992b). These developments led Tomlinson et al (1997) to suggest that the store
manager’s role now demands increased awareness of the expectations of more
demanding and diverse consumers, significant HRM skills, and information technology

competence.

Retailing management has traditionally been associated with a style characterised by
task orientation, competition separation, self-assertion and control. In the past, retail
companies have required people in key management positions who can deliver
measurable ‘hard’ objectives (Broadbridge 1998; Brockbank and Airey 1994a, 1994b).
Broadbridge (1998) claimed that today’s retailer now places a greater emphasis on
‘softer’ management skills, such as delivering high morale, customer care and

employee care, as a means of achieving competitive advantage. This has yet to be fully

46



supported with empirical evidence, and much of the literature actually describes retail
store level management as becoming de-skilled through a centralisation of managers’

tasks and responsibilities (Doogan 1992; Freathy and Sparks 1996; Smith 1988).

As retail companies have expanded, so many of their functions have become
centralised at head offices. At store level, many managers have experienced a change
in the nature of their role and a reduction in their decision-making responsibilities
(Broadbridge 1998). Doogan (1992) noted that store management functions reflect a
low position in the multiple chain of command of large, multiple retailers. This equates
to an inability to make any valuable contribution to policy formation and strategy.
Essentially, local management responsibilities seem geared towards the delivery of a
service that has been designed and packaged centrally, and exhibit comparatively little
autonomy 1n decision-making. This was supported by Smith (1988) who found that
store managers “had little or no say in number of lines carried, selection of lines
carried, store layout, promotions, price, window display, staff budgets, marketing,
store design and decorations, or delivery dates” (p. 149). Freathy and Sparks (1996)
had similar findings concluding that the autonomy and control of store level managers
has been reduced over time, resulting in a de-skilling of their positions. They
attributed this to retailers’ efforts to remain competitive and secure operational
efficiency. Kelly et al (1981) commented that being geographically separated from
head office, while undergoing a centralisation of their tasks, could lead to a lack of role

clarity for store level managers.
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Greater central control of store managers by head office has been facilitated by
advancements in technology, enabling more managerial decisions to be made at head
office, and reducing the content of local managerial positions (Sparks 1987). This
highly centralised pattern of retail management is particularly British, and other
European countries are more decentralised in their approaches (Burt 1989). In the
UK, even responsibility for the transfer of trading information to head office has been
eradicated as a result of EPOS, which allows data to be transmitted to head office
without any intervention by store personnel. Consequently store managers have
become “executors of orders emanating from head office, and the emphasis of their

role has altered from trading to administration” (Houlton and Thomas 1990:15).

An explanation for the decline in autonomy for store level managers, through the
centralisation of many elements of the local decision-making process was offered by
Smith (1988). He found, in the majority of retail chains in his research, that senior
managers at head office were keen to eliminate local management discretion. They
“saw the branch manager as a problem” (p.152), who could not be trusted to make
effective decisions, particularly regarding stock and sales decisions. In many cases
they were not even given access to the EPOS data to allow them to develop such
skills. At one chain he found:
“what the Board wants to do 1s remove that discretion from shops, to make the
computer system so clever that the system would get [re-ordering] basically
right every time.” (p. 153)
As Freathy and Sparks (1996) noted, while there remains a need for the presence of

management at store level to “organise and manage what cannot be controlled

centrally” (p. 193), their responsibilities are relatively minimal. This has left store level
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managers with responsibility for staff punctuality and presentation, and some control
over day-to-day staff deployment (Smith 1988). Even training is commonly devolved
to a training supervisor, and the content of training often set centrally to ensure
consistency throughout a national chain (Smith 1988). In the case of employment
policy, Doogan (1992) found evidence of clearly stipulated labour cost to sale ratios

with the ability to specify part time to full time ratios, all determined by head office.

This process of centralisation has reduced the demands on store managers, yet Sparks
(2000a) argues that their tasks remain considerable, if only because of the sheer size of
many stores, particularly the superstore format. Accusations of de-skilling and decline
in autonomy are in contrast to the increased remuneration packages offered to retail
managers, and the tying in of senior store management to structured career paths
(Freathy and Sparks 1996, Sparks 1992a, 1992b). Retailers are having to balance their
requirement for better educated and better trained staff to cope with increased store
size with the removal of areas of decision-making responsibility from the store. The
requirement of retail management is of more practical generic management skills. The
industry has made efforts to increase the number of graduates and many retailers have
graduate management training schemes, in an attempt to professionalise their
managerial workforce. Many store management positions in the larger companies now
require a degree as a prerequisite reflecting these efforts (Freathy and Sparks 2000).
Retail companies are also using advancements in I'T to monitor and reward store level
managers’ performance. Data from management information systems is commonly
used by major retailers to compare managers across stores enabling promotions and

raises to be tied directly to country-wide competition (Lusch and Jaworski 1991).
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Head office can remind store managers where they rate relative to other stores by
disseminating company-wide reports (Lusch and Dunne 1990). This enables the

career-conscious manager to present evidence of effective performance to superiors

(Brockbank and Airey 1994a).

There appears to be a centralisation of store level managers’ tasks occurring in UK
multiple store retail organisations aimed at achieving improved efficiency and
consistency across branches. This is combined with an apparent low trust culture of
local managers’ ability to make effective decisions, together with facilitating
enhancements in technology and management information systems. Meanwhile,
retailers are concurrently making attempts to professionalise store level management,

which could result in some role conflict for these local managers.

This chapter has sought to examine the employment and management characteristics of
the multiple store retail workforce. The retail industry’s workforce has three dominant
features: female workers; young workers; and a large part time workforce. Research
has shown that the superstore sector 1s a large and growing employer of these three
types of workers, particularly food retailing stores. This has been attributed to a
number of reasons, although the store operator appears to be a major determinant in
the employment characteristics of the superstore workforce, with retailers seeming to

pursue different employment policies to achieve similar strategic goals.

The nature of store management was also considered in this chapter in order to frame

the context of the multiple store workforce. Evidence of a de-skilling of store
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managers’ responsibilities, with an accompanying increase in professionalism has been
witnessed in recent years. This has been facilitated by improved technology and the

use of management information systems.

There appear to be changes occurring in the retail labour market, some of which have
been driven by the growth of the superstore format. The nature of retail store
management is also changing in multiple retail organisations. The following chapter
will more closely examine the nature of HRM in the industry, with a particular

emphasis on the execution of employee resourcing policies and procedures at store

level.
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Chapter 4

HRM AND UK MULTIPLE STORE RETAILING

This chapter provides a focus on the nature of HRM and employee resourcing in the
retail industry. It considers the role of HRM and employee resourcing in multiple store
retailing, concentrating on the operational level. This includes an outline of the general
characteristics of HRM, followed by a summary of the nature of HRM and employee
resourcing in multiple store retailing, and the consequences of retail corporate strategy
for the management of human resources. This is followed by a study of employee
resourcing decisions at the operational level in retail, considering the role HR

managers and store level managers play in the decision-making process.

4.1 THE CHARACTERISTICS OF HRM

HRM is not dissimilar to organisational behaviour in that both are concerned with the
individual members of an organisation’s workforce. However, organisational
behaviour is concerned with a set of behaviours, whereas HRM recognises that people
must be effectively managed if an organisation is to achieve its objectives (Maund
2001). HRM is often seen as a product of the 1980s (Blunt 1990; Bratton and Gold
1999) representing a move away from traditional personnel management towards a
wider perspective (Wood 1994). Whilst one approach has been to contrast HRM with
traditional personnel management (for example, Storey 1992), this division is not
necessarily straight forward and Legge (1995) discusses the problematic nature of
these attempts. Storey (1992) ‘maps’ the various meanings of HRM on a matrix of

‘strong’ to ‘weak’ and ‘hard’ to ‘soft’. The two most widely adopted models of
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human resource management are the ‘hard’ and ‘soft” versions (Truss et al 1997).
Guest (1987) and Storey (1992) viewed the key distinction between soft-hard models
of HRM as being whether the emphasis is placed on the human or the resource. Hard
HRM stresses the “quantitative, calculative and business-strategic” (Storey 1992:29)
aspects of managing human resources. It focuses on the importance of a strategic fit
between HR and corporate strategy, both internally (where HR policies and practices
are closely linked to the strategic objectives of the organisation), and externally (where
HR policies and practices are coherent among themselves), to achieve a competitive
advantage (Baird and Meshoulam 1988; Devanna et al 1984; Hendry and Pettigrew
1986; Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick-Hall 1988; Miles and Snow 1984; Storey and
Sisson 1993b; Tichy et al 1982; Tyson and Fell 1986). Meanwhile, soft HRM i1s
associated with the concept of high employee commitment based on high levels of
trust, and associated with the goals of flexibility and adaptability (Storey and Sisson
1993b; Walton 1985; Wood 1996). To summarise, the hard model is “based on
notions of tight strategic control”, while the soft model is “based on control through
commitment” (Truss et al 1997:53). These two perspectives on HRM make
assumptions that are diametrically divergent with conflicts and tensions evident in the

models developed by both Guest (1987) and Storey (1992).

A review of the literature in the field of HRM also indicates divergence about what
HRM actually is and what it represents. Initial criticism alleged that HRM was simply
a restatement of traditional personnel management (Armstrong 1987; Fowler 1987,
Keenoy 1990a, 1990b; Keenoy and Anthony 1992). Keenoy (1990a, 1990b) claimed

HRM is more rhetoric than reality, full of contradictions in both theoretical and



practical terms. Others have indicated that the financial orientations of most
companies, are their stronger objectives, which are generally incompatible with HRM,
particularly ‘soft” HRM (Armstrong 1989). Truss et al (1997) concluded that even if
the rhetoric of HRM embraces the tenets of soft HRM, “the reality is almost always
‘hard’, with the interests of the organisation prevailing over those of the individual”
(p-70). As Dawes (1995) outlined, while the view of senior managers might be that

people are the key resources, “there is little evidence to show that managers behave as

though this is true” (p.8).

These ongoing debates demonstrate the attention being paid to HRM and its use within
organisations. However, the concept of HRM has been criticise as being often seen as
“vague and elustve” (Maund 2001:25). Truss et al (1997) maintained that this
distinction between rhetoric and reality must be considered in any conceptualisations of
HRM. The remainder of this chapter will focus on one feature of the model of HRM -
the role of the line manager in the execution of HRM with particular attention to
employee resourcing. This will satisfy the objectives of this research study to focus on
the role of local managers in the execution of HRM and employee resourcing at the

operational level of multiple store retail organisations.

For clarification purposes, a definition of employee resourcing is provided. Employee
resourcing has been described as difficult to define meaningfully (Taylor 1998), but
attempts include:

“the range of methods and approaches used by employers in resourcing their

organisations in such a way as to enable them to meet their key goals” (Taylor
1998:2)
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“that part of personnel and development which focuses on the recruitment and
release of individuals from organisations, as well as the management of their
performance and potential whilst employed by the organisation.” (CIPD PQS
Scheme, cited in Corbridge and Pilbeam 1998:1)
In summary, employee resourcing includes three fundamental groups of personnel and
development objectives: staffing, performance, and administration. Staffing includes
“securing the services of the right people, in the right place, at the right time” (Taylor
1998:2). The performance activity aims to ensure the workforce is well motivated and
willing to perform to the best of its ability. This carries with it a need to monitor and
improve employees’ performance levels. Administration objectives are to ensure that
employee resourcing is carried out “in accordance with the law, professional ethics and
natural justice” (Taylor 1998:2). Combined, these three functions broadly form
employee resourcing. This research study is fundamentally concerned with the
deployment of staff at store level, including the choice of contract type (i.e. full time,
part time, permanent or temporary), the recruitment and selection of new staff, the

management of working hours, and the delegation of tasks, 1.e. the ‘staffing’ element

of employee resourcing.

4.2 THE NATURE OF HRM IN MULTIPLE STORE RETAILING
Labour is critical to retail operations because of the need to serve customers and to
manage stores:

“Retailing by its very nature is a people-centred activity.” (Sparks 1992a:201)
Labour is the biggest expense a retailer has after the purchase of stock (Freathy and
Sparks 1996), which makes the efficient use of labour imperative to retailers. This is

combined with growth in the superstore sector, which has initiated a restructuring of
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both the labour composition and the labour process within the retail sector (Freathy
1993). The scale of activity in the superstore format has also required retailers to re-
consider the “within-store organisational structures and the way in which this

workforce is managed” (Sparks 2000a:17).

Retail distribution has low levels of union membership relative to some other sectors of
the economy (as discussed in Section 3.2). The low trade union density is
compounded by the high labour turnover prevalent in the retail industry, whereby
USDAW would require 100,000 newcomers to join the union each year to avoid a net
decrease in membership (Sparks 1992b). The extent of multi-employer bargaining in
retailing was weakened in the 1980s as negotiations were decentralised (Jackson et al
1991), although some companies have maintained substantive agreements with
partnership agreements. Therefore, the influence of trade unions is far less than in
manufacturing or public sector organisations, where trade union density tends to be

much higher (Bird and Corcoran 1994).

The lack of trade union input in retail employment relations is combined with a lack of
credibility bestowed to the personnel profession by the retail industry. Howe (1992)
attributed this to the evolution of personnel management in a mainly non-retailing
context, which has led to its services not being universally recognised as useful, “let
alone vital to the needs of retail business” (p.189). Consequently, strategic business
decisions are often taken in functional areas with little or no consideration given to the
impact on personnel-related issues. Personnel departments in retail organisations are

commonly “only given lip-service by other managers” (Sparks 1992b:193), and tend to
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be allocated to problems affecting staff welfare, wages records, counselling and staff

recruitment, and only for shop-floor hourly paid sales assistants.

Therefore, it can be surmised that existing literature is generally pessimistic about the
role of personnel in the management of human resources in the retail industry. While a
later article by Sparks (1992b) was more optimistic about retailers’ recognition of HR-
related issues, this seemed to be restricted to recruitment and retention issues to reduce
the costs of high labour turnover. Tomlinson et al (1997) concluded that the high
labour turnover in the retail industry has created:
“an unstable, untrained, demotivated workforce which is expensive to maintain.
Resources for training and development are diverted to recruitment and line
supervision, tending towards an autocratic work environment, itself a factor in
labour turnover.” (p. 220).
Robinson (1990) found that while retailers recognised the need for training and ran
formal training programmes, there was a comparative disregard for the training and
development of part time employees - a significantly large proportion of the retail
workforce. It can thus be concluded that where retailers have developed training
packages these have been directed predominately at primary labour market employees.
The development of self-service has enabled retailers to remove the traditional skills of
the sales assistants. This has allowed employers to reduce labour costs and give
minimum training to employees with few formal qualifications (Gregory 1991).

Training for secondary employees - namely hourly-paid sales assistants appears limited

to induction programmes (Freathy and Sparks 2000).



Historically, retailers have placed their emphasis on the quantitative reconciliation of
supply and demand, because costs and cost reduction have been crucial. Hence, many
retailers have a target cost for employment at store and/or company level (Sparks
1992b). With labour making up to 50 per cent of costs, its use is of vital importance
to overall operating efficiency (Alexander 1988; Freathy and Sparks 1996; Robinson
1990; Walsh 1990). This equates to “a clear need to monitor such expenditure and to
seek means of measuring and promoting labour productivity” (Sparks 1992a:189).

The focus has become the need to reduce the costs of employment, while attempting to
maintain service levels. This strategy is discussed in more detail in section 4.3. The
focus on costs by multiple store retailers has led to the conclusion that retailers have

tended to pursue ‘hard’ versions of HRM (Ogbonna and Whipp 1999).

The growth of the superstore format has also had implications for HRM in retail
organisations. The companies which operate this format are growing in strength and
one important component of this is their efficiency in labour management. This has
provided both operational efficiency through cost control and profitability, and
corporate recognition through service and attitude generation (Freathy and Sparks
2000). It would therefore appear that retail organisations are more likely to pursue a
‘hard’ HRM approach to employment issues, with some ‘soft’ HRM tools such as

training and development, focused at their core workforce of managers.

4.3 HRM AND CORPORATE STRATEGY
Labour in the retail industry constitutes a large proportion of a firm’s costs (Alexander

1988; Doogan 1992; Freathy and Sparks 1996, Townsend et al 1996). It is argued
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that this places human resources at the forefront of retailers’ competitive strategies
(Doogan 1992). Fundamental changes in the business environment are thought to be
making human resource concerns more important (Schuler and Walker 1990). In
particular, conditions of increased market competition are said to have focused
attention on the role of human resource strategy within the wider business strategy
(Kinnie 1989). This section will consider retailers’ corporate strategies and the

implications of these for the management of human resources.

The link between strategy and HRM is regarded as essential, in both theory and
practice, for the model of HRM to be fulfilled in practice. One reason for the
popularity of HRM is its perceived relationship with organisational strategy (Ogbonna
and Whipp 1999). However, not all the literature is enthusiastic about the link
between HRM and strategy. Ogbonna and Whipp (1999:77) concluded that “HRM
not only lacks a coherent theoretical base”, but also proves difficult to link to strategy
and for organisations to actually achieve. Nevertheless, there is evidence in the
literature, in often prescriptive linkages between HRM and the theory of strategic
management (for example, Beer et al 1984; Dyer 1984; Fombrum et al 1984; Guest
1987; Hendry and Pettigrew 1986, 1992; Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick-Hall 1988;
Miles and Snow 1984; Miller 1987; Purcell 1989, 1991, 1995; Purcell and Ahlstrand

1994; Schuler and Jackson 1987, Watson 1986, 1999).

The literature also provides differing perspectives on the formation of strategy and

hence human resource strategy. This is alongside the debate as to how corporate

strategy links with human resource strategy. Just as corporate strategy may be
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deliberate, emergent or a mix, so too can human resource strategy. Attempts to link
human resource strategy to corporate strategy have taken three approaches. These
include the matching of human resource strategy with corporate strategy (for example,
Baird and Meshoulam 1988; Beer et al 1984; Devanna et al 1984; Fombrum et al
1984; Guest 1989; Hendry and Pettigrew 1992; Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick-Hall
1988, Miles and Snow 1984; Porter 1980, 1985; Schuler and Jackson 1987), which
maintains that organisational effectiveness depends on a fit between HR strategies and
corporate strategy. Yet empirical research has found that many organisations actually
operate what Golden and Ramanujan (1985) term the ‘one-way’ linkage, where
business strategy informs human resource strategy, but not vice versa (Truss et al
1997). Some of the literature has adopted a contingency approach to proposals for a
strategic HRM model (for example, Lengnick-Hall and Lengnick-Hall 1988). Another
approach is to view strategy as a layered concept in that it is found at different levels in
an organisation (Boxall 1992; Gunnigle and Moore 1994; Miller 1989; Purcell 1989;
Purcell and Ahlstrand 1994). An alternative perspective adopted by the literature is to
see strategy as a pattern viewing it as outcomes of both planned and unplanned
activities (for example Grundy 1998; Mintzberg 1987, Quinn 1980, 1991; Watson

1999).

With regard to retail strategy and the link to employment strategy, research has
attempted to examine this area further (for example, Ogbonna and Whipp 1999).
Retailers” need for staff has grown for a number of reasons, as summarised below by
Sparks (2000b):

“As businesses have grown, store formats have increased in size, opening hours

have been extended and customers have expanded their horizons from price to
service, so the need for staff has grown. Retailers have therefore had to make
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a managerial and financial examination of their cost base in this area and new
policies towards employment have been implemented.” (p.14)
From an employment perspective the changes in retailing have focused on the search
for efficiencies at store and head office level. The need to serve customers and manage
stores, together with the high cost of labour, has been said to have increased the
critical role of human resources in retail strategy (Freathy and Sparks 1996). In order
to maximise returns, retailers have had to consider how best to manage their

employees (Sparks 2000b). Consequently, efficiencies in the area of labour have

become of great importance to today's multiple branch retailer.

A problem of labour efficiency in retail is the utilisation of capacity in the face of
irregular customer arrivals and different levels of demand over days, weeks and
seasons. Walsh (1990) argued that this has led to a move from “extensive use of
labour through trading hours, to intensive use at peak hours” (p.253). As a result the
industry employs a large number of part time employees, and has introduced the
concept of zero and minimum hours contracts (IDS 1993a, 1993b; Neathey and

Hurstfield 1995) (as discussed in section 3.2.2).

Intensive competition, particularly in food retailing, creates a strong requirement to
match workforce levels over the day and during the week to fluctuations in consumer
demand (Townsend et al 1996). Many retailers appear to have adopted flexible
employment as a human resource strategy focusing recruitment, retention and
development on a core talent of staff with critical skills that the firm requires. Variable
needs are then staffed through more contingent employment arrangements, such as

temporary and part time employment. This strategy can also provide significant savings

61



on labour costs through the deployment of large numbers of part time employees
enabling retailers to cut labour costs (O'Reilly 1994). It also accords with the
matching models of human resource strategy assuming a rational approach to strategy
and a need to 'fit' employment practices around the corporate strategy. However,
there are also problems associated with applying the theories of human resource
strategy to the retail industry, particularly when examining the high use of part time
labour. Empirical research has found employer strategies on flexibility being of both
an incremental and ad hoc nature (Collinson et al 1990; O'Connell Davidson 1993;
O'Reilly 1992), thus rejecting the ‘matching’ theories of strategic HRM. This
argument 1s strengthened by empirical research evidence which suggests HR
professionals are rarely involved in strategy formulation in multiple store retail
organisations:

“But for the day-to-day operation of the business certain personnel specialists

occupy a low profile role. Strategic business decisions are often being taken

in function areas with little or no consideration given to the consequences

affecting personnel related issues.” (Howe 1992: 193)
As discussed in Section 2.5, an increasing emphasis in retail strategy has been placed
on the provision of high quality customer service. Christopherson (1996) suggested
that the ultimate goal of retail strategy is the improvement of customer service without
any increase in costs, particularly labour costs. Freathy and Sparks (1996) noted that
the movement up-market of many leading retail chains in the 1990s was coupled with a
vigorous attack on labour costs throughout companies” operations. Sparks (1992c)
predicted that customers would increasingly reject inadequate service provision, and

hence retailers must continue to apply customer service as a strategic tool. Freathy

and Sparks (1996) noted the ambivalent relationship produced by the dichotomy
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between costs and services. They came to the conclusion that labour is usually seen by
retailers as a cost to be minimised, and thus HRM can be used to mediate the

relationship between costs and profit levels.

The employment of large numbers of part timers appears a continuing trend among
many large-scale multiple retailers. However, there remain contradictions between this
and the strategic goal of improving the quality of customer service (Lowe and Crewe
1996, Shackleton 1998; Sparks 1992¢). As Doogan (1992) summarised this can exert
“contradictory pressures on corporate personnel policy, expressing, on the one hand a
need to raise the calibre and competence of the workforce, but on the other a
downward pressure on labour costs” (p. 24). It could be concluded that until retailers
link customer care with adequate staff development their strategies are “at best flawed
and at worst suspicious” (Gardner and Sheppard 1989:207). As Ogbonna (1992)
outlined, retailers are faced with a dilemma between staff who are likely to be
committed to the organisation, and career-minded, but wanting full time employment,
and staff who can work part time, improving flexibility and offering substantial cost

savings. He concluded that “it is clear that most companies....will go for the latter”

(p.92).

Armstrong (1989) suggests that the pervasive influence of accountants poses a
problem for those who believe the personnel function has a part to play in corporate
strategy. Subsequently, the view of HRM as strategic is naive because it ignores the
fact that decision making on human resources often takes place at a level considerably

subordinate to budgetary planning and control (Hill and Pickering 1986). This is
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compounded by evidence that HR professionals do not appear to be highly regarded in
the retail industry (Howe 1992), as illustrated by the following quote from a leading
UK food retailer’s Managing Director:
“personnel management is a burden on our profitability, but is occasionally
useful.”” (cited in Howe 1992:193)
While it can be accepted that some retailers are re-structuring retail employment
relations to reduce costs, and if possible improve service, there are limits to this.
These are determined by the service level that the market agrees among itself or which
is deemed acceptable by consumers (Freathy and Sparks 1996). Therefore the cost
reduction strategies of some retailers, may not be suitable as the quality of service
could suffer beyond that considered acceptable by the customer. Retailers appear to
be playing a balancing act with their corporate strategies, focusing on productivity

savings as a means to offer cheaper goods, parallel with improved services to

customers.

Research findings to date necessitate an examination of the influence of human
resource strategy in any empirical study of the deployment of labour in the retail
industry. However, a subsequent re-evaluation of the current notions and typologies
of human resource strategy may be needed in order to facilitate a deeper theoretical

understanding in this area.

4.4 HRM AND EMPLOYEE RESOURCING AT STORE LEVEL
The objectives of this research study are to consider the role of store level managers in
the execution of employee resourcing decisions. Therefore it is important to consider

the relevant literature on the devolution of HRM responsibilities to line managers, and
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where possible, a particular focus on the management of employee resourcing at store

level.

4.4.1 HRM And The Line Manager

One of the key theoretical features of HRM is its devolution to the line. The
devolution rationale is that people management is critical to effective bustness
performance. It therefore needs to be enacted by empowered line managers who are
responsible for co-ordinating and directing all resources, including human resources,
towards organisational success (Corbridge and Pilbeam 1998). Empirical research
supports this and has found that responsibility for managing aspects of the human
resource elements of business are increasingly falling, in varying degrees, to line
managers (Armstrong 1989; Bevan and Hayday 1994; Guest 1982; Hill and Pickering
1986; Hutchinson 1995; Kinnie 1989; Maund 2001; Sisson and Scullion 1985; Tamkin
et al 1997). Hill and Pickering (1986) found that this devolution occurred mainly in
the multi-divisional organisation. In case study research conducted for the Institute for
Employment Studies, the tendency in the retail company under study, was to devolve

responsibility for HRM as far down the line as possible (Tamkin et al 1997).

However, as Maund (2001) highlights, while HR responsibilities may have been
devolved to line managers, they often have minimum control over the objectives that
are set for them. They are unlikely to have the power to determine budgets, although
there may be some leverage on how they spend their budget. As Armstrong (1989)

warned, the line manager’s performance is often evaluated in budgetary terms, with
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short-term bonuses or long-term career progression sometimes linked to these
measures of performance. He believed that:
“the delivery of HRM practice into the hands of managers controlled in such a
fashion, whatever the rhetoric behind it, promises to turn the treatment of
human resources into an instrument for the achievement of short-run
accounting targets.” (p. 164)
Kirkpatrick et al (1992) concluded that the decentralisation of HR decisions has meant

that personnel now has to “justify itself using the same criteria of short term

effectiveness as everyone else” (p. 142).

Maund (2001) maintained that line managers instead have a sizeable control over the
people who work in their teams. This has meant that line managers have become more
concerned with the operational aspects of personnel activities within their own
departments. This would encompass the organisation of work and allocation of duties,
minor disciplinary matters, grievances from staff, standards of work performance,
health and safety, on-the-job training, and the communication of information (Mullins
1999). Hutchinson (1995) found that line managers tend to be more heavily involved
in recruitment choices, discipline procedures, and decisions about who receives

training.

Research has revealed a suspicion amongst personnel professionals over the ability of
line managers to competently take on responsibility for the management of human
resources due to a lack of time, or inadequate training (Hutchinson 1995; Tamkin et al
1997). As Gilmore and Ferris (1989) found, training in HRM practices is vital if
successful and appropriate decisions are to be made. Bevan and Hayday (1994)

observed that line managers sometimes view the devolution of HRM as merely
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‘dumping’. Further problems have been identified in the difficulties monitoring
standards of HRM and ensuring accountability for HR decisions. Tamkin et al (1997)
found that formal monitoring and measures of effectiveness in the devolution of HRM
often occurred some time after the devolution of responsibility. Hutchinson (1995)
concluded there was little evidence that organisations successfully evaluated line
managers’ HR activities. This was despite acknowledgement that failure to do so
could lead to the inconsistent treatment of HR decision-making, an increase in
breaches of the organisation’s policies and procedures, which may send out a message

to line managers that HRM was a less important facet of their role (Hutchinson 1995;

Tamkin et al 1997).

4.4.2 HRM, Employee Resourcing, And The Store Level Manager

Retail employers have been found to be increasingly devolving personnel responsibility
to branch level giving line managers freedom to control labour and operational costs
(Neathey and Hurstfield 1995, Tomlinson et al 1997). This means many decisions on
the management of human resources and deployment of labour are no longer taken by
HR specialists, but instead by line managers. Opportunities for local managers to
influence the managerial style of a store have increased as responsibility for human
resources 1s devolved to them. More recent work has found that the focus for store
managers is now on managing the store labour force, particularly as a centralisation of
control has directly removed many of the areas of decision-making responsibility in
other functions (Sparks 2000b). This suggests that the store level manager’s role now

demands significant HRM skills (Tomlinson et al 1997).
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This devolution of HRM practice to line managers (Bevan and Hayday 1994), along
with the line manager becoming a ‘budget holder’, means that the management of
human resources could simply turn into an instrument for the achievement of short-run
accounting targets (Armstrong 1989). Armstrong (1989) also believed that the
transfer of personnel functions to the line would subordinate the management of
human resources further to the management accountancy framework. Within the retail
industry it is clear that while HR activities have been devolved to line managers, head
office continues to control stock levels and set budgets and targets. Thus control is
vested at HO while responsibility for meeting targets remains with individual store
managers (Freathy and Sparks 1994). When contrasting the “rhetoric and reality of
HRM” Sisson (1994:15) found the rhetoric of “customer first” actually meant the
reality of “market forces supreme”. This suggests a “hard’ approach to HRM is likely

to be more prevalent in such a competitive industry as multiple store retailing.

The context within which retail managers operate is an important factor in the
management and deployment of labour (see also chapter two). In many retail firms the
context is one where the emphasis is on delivering the bottom line within decentralised
units, and operating under tight financial controls (Tomlinson et al 1997). Changes are
taking place in the systems used by managers to exercise control over their
organisations through an increased use of financial management control systems. This
is typically established by head office setting budgets, or through measuring
performance in terms of profit (Freathy and Sparks 1996). Consequently, the context
in which local managers in the retail industry operate could lead to the deployment of

the ‘cheapest’ labour in order to fulfil head office budgets and targets. This logically
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equates to the deployment of ‘flexible labour’ using cheaper forms of labour supply,
such as women, students and older workers to keep costs down. This may actually
disregard the rhetoric of any human resource strategy espousing ‘soft” HRM practices
because the predominate guiding principle becomes meeting financial budgets. This
has significant implications for the management of human resources and suggests that

‘hard” HRM techniques may be preferred at store level.

The employment composition of superstores is related to several variables and based
on the employee resourcing decisions undertaken. Generally, decisions on labour
policy in retail organisations are made by corporate planners and individual store
managers, who are influenced by local labour market conditions and the type, quantity
and mix of labour available. The demand for labour in superstores is related to sales
turnover, the size of store, the store operator, the store opening hours, and the type of
goods retailed by the store. Dawson et al (1986) concluded that the size of the
superstore has become less deterministic in decisions on labour levels, and instead the

store operator is the major determinant (see also section 3.3).

Robinson (1990) and Doogan (1992) found that the Full-Time Equivalent (FTE) level
in retail organisations tended to be set centrally. Store level managers then determine
the mixture of employment within the constraints of wage budgets related to annual
sales targets. However evidence has also been found of part time shift hours being
determined centrally using technology that identified trading fluctuations (Robinson

1990; Smith 1988).
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Case study research undertaken by Freathy and Sparks (2000) provides an interesting
insight into the nature of HRM and employee resourcing at store level. Three
superstores were selected for research of which the staffing and working time
arrangements of each were examined. Where a HR manager existed at store level they
were found to occupy a relatively autonomous position in a store’s structure. Their
chief areas of responsibility included recruitment, selection, training and disciplinary.
In one organisation they were also responsible, in conjunction with the store manager,
for the financial allocation of working hours to each department. However, it was then
junior managers’ responsibility to devise the shift pattern for staff under their control.
Where there was no HR manager at store level, responsibility for all HRM and
employee resourcing-related decisions fell to the store manager. This included
decisions as to whether vacancies were filled by part time, full time, temporary or
permanent workers, recruitment, selection, and disciplinary issues. Support was
provided from the head office on any human resource issue a store manager may face.
In many cases decisions on store promotions were made by head office and

communicated to the store manager.

The literature reveals a divergence in approach to employee resourcing activities, in
terms of both hierarchical levels and management decision-making responsibilities.

This research study aims to provide a richer insight into this process.

This chapter has focused on the nature of HRM and employee resourcing in multiple
store retailing organisations. To achieve the research study’s objectives the chapter

focused was made on employee resourcing decisions and the link between HRM and
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retail corporate strategy. This examination of the literature has revealed that retailers
tend to adopt a ‘hard’ version of HRM. Where ‘soft’ HRM tools are deployed, these
are more likely to be directed at core employees. Responsibility for HRM and
employee resourcing at store level appears to vary from retailer to retailer. In some
organisations a HR manager will be present at store level, whilst in others the store
manager will take responsibility for HR issues. Nevertheless, evidence of centralised
decision-making, particularly in terms of employment budget, was apparent. Decisions
regarding the composition of a store’s workforce is predominately the responsibility of
store level management, while the determination of shift patterns seems to vary from
centralised control via a computerised system, through to responsibility at junior local
management level. In conclusion, a wide variation in employee resourcing practices

and responsibilities between different retailers is apparent, dependent on store operator

and management discretion.
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Chapter 5
MANAGEMENT CHOICES, CONSTRAINTS AND
EMPLOYEE RESOURCING IN UK MULTIPLE STORE

RETAILING

This chapter considers the choices and constraints of line managers in their
management of human resources and execution of employee resourcing. Where
possible a focus on retail management is adopted, but where gaps in the literature
exist, more generic management is considered. This will facilitate an examination of
the choices and constraints of line management, with an evaluation of the

consequences of these for HRM at the empirical research stage.

5.1 INTRODUCTION

In service operations such as retail, work activities are people-oriented and the
characteristics and management of the workforce are particularly important in
determining organisational effectiveness (Fitzsimmons and Sullivan 1984). Together
with increasing competition, the role of company human resource (HR) policies within
the wider business strategy has been paid increasing attention (Kinnie 1989). The
retail industry is no exception - whatever the format and competitive situation, labour
is crucial to retail operations and business development. It is critical because of the
need for people to serve customers, and to manage stores and direct businesses, but is
also critical because “labour is the single biggest expense a retailer has after the

purchase of goods” (Freathy and Sparks 1996:181). Therefore:
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“the effective management of human resources in retailing is critically
important for achieving a competitive market position and a high rate of
return.” (Lusch and Serpkenci 1990:85)

Doogan (1992) argued that changes in the retail industry, particularly in terms of the

concentration of retailing power, has significant implications for the management of

human resources.

S.2 THE CHOICES AND CONSTRAINTS OF LINE MANAGERS IN
THEIR MANAGEMENT OF HUMAN RESOURCES
Ackroyd and Thompson (1999) maintained that “making choices within parameters is
central to the managerial role” (p.86). It is this centrality that makes the study of
management choices and constraints imperative to the study of HRM. However, as
Kinnie (1989) pointed out, despite the increasing attention focused on HR policies and
practices, relatively little attention has been paid to changes in control systems and the
management of human resources. He concluded that this neglect of HR issues in the
study of management control systems makes the influence of managers’ choices and

constraints on HRM policy and practice an important consideration for researchers.

To appreciate the choices and constraints available to retail store level managers in the
management of human resources, the choices and constraints of general management
need to be considered. To do this Stewart’s (1982) model of ‘Choices For Managers’
will be used. Stewart considered this model to be illustrative of the choices and
constraints of generic management. She divided management tasks into three
categories of demands, constraints, and choices, as outlined in Figure two. The
demands of a manager’s job are influenced by the demands of the organisation in

which the incumbent works. This is determined by corporate strategy, which is in turn



influenced by the external environment, particularly in terms of competition. Retail
managers have recently witnessed an increasing centralisation of store level activities
with responsibility and decision-making powers reverting to head office. This is
combined with an escalating competitive environment, particularly in the food retailing
sector. Applying Stewart’s model of ‘Choices for Managers’ (Figure two) to retail
store management, this would suggest that the demands and constraints of their roles
are increasing. However, with research evidence showing a devolution of HR
responsibilities to local managers in the retail industry, this would suggest that their
autonomy in this functional area is increasing. The remainder of this chapter will

consider these propositions, with particular reference to the execution of employee

resourcing, using both general management literature, and where feasible, specific

retail management literature.

Figure 2: ‘Choices for managers’ (Stewart 1982)

DEMANDS

CONSTRAINTS

CHOICES

What anyone in

For example,
meeting minimum
criteria of

the job has to do.

Internal or
external factors
which limit what a
manager can do.

For example, legal,

Activities which the manager is
free to do, but does not have to
do. They are opportunities for
one job-holder to undertake work
from another, or to do work in a
different way.

performance, trade unions, For example, what work is done in a
complying with technology, physical| defined area, to change the area of
bureaucratic location, work, the sharing of work, and
procedures which | organisational participation in organisational or
cannot be avoided. | constraints, attitudeq public activities.

of other people.
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5.3 THE CONSTRAINTS OF STORE LEVEL MANAGEMENT

With much of the literature pointing to the devolution of HR responsibilities to line
managers the assumption could be drawn that line managers’ discretionary powers
have increased as a result. However, it is important to consider how other trends in
management and organisational behaviour in the retail industry, such as increased

centralisation, are impacting on this devolution of HRM down the line.

Management consists of a number of choices and constraints within which the
incumbent must operate. Previous research has been conducted to establish the role
and nature of management (for example, Mintzberg 1980, 1989; Stewart 1991, 1999).
As Stewart (1999) outlined, various limitations on management behaviour exist, which
can restrict the decision making process. These stem from the political and social
background, competition and economic scarcity, and people’s attitudes. The
examination of management choices and constraints emanates from the topic of control
and power. Child advocated (1984) that organisations, “are fundamentally structures
of control and power” (p.137). However, as Huczynski and Buchanan (2001)
suggested, the notion of power is a controversial topic, difficult to define and measure
with precision, and being abstract makes it difficult to conceptualise. Hales (1993)
went further in proclaiming that a lack of agreement exists in the literature “on how to
distinguish among power, influence and authority” (p.18). Child (1984) believed the
notion of control was surrounded by ambiguity, which was “partly a reflection of its
different facets, and of its close relationship to those equally fuzzy phenomena power

and influence” (p.136).
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Berry et al (1995) maintained that the basis of management control arises from
corporate strategy and organisational goals. Senior managers are concerned to
influence the behaviour of organisational participants so that overall organisational
goals are achieved. This was supported by Anthony et al (1992) when they stated that:

“management control is primarily a process for motivating and inspiring people

to perform organisational activities that will further the organisation’s goals.”

(p-11)
Mintzberg (1980) argued that all managerial jobs are constraining, and it is the
personality of each individual manager that determines their control over the role.
Therefore, only strong-willed managers can actually control their jobs, regardless of
their position within an organisation. However, it has been acknowledged that
bureaucratic control can be so rigid as to prevent any autonomy in their jobs
(Mintzberg 1980; Stewart 1991). Mintzberg (1980) cited branch managers in large
banking firms as appearing to fit this pattern - a role very similar to store level
management in retailing. Stewart (1999) argued that decision making in organisations
is often made simpler if management sets the boundaries within which business is to
operate. However, she did acknowledge that “knowing the parameters within which
one can act can give a sense of freedom, unless these parameters are seen to be

unreasonably restrictive” (1999:37).

It is apparent that the choices and constraints of line managers derive from the need for
organisations to control employees’ behaviour in order to achieve their strategic goals.
Hales (1993) identified ‘control” as one of the major elements of managing work:

“to manage work in general means....controlling what is to be done to ensure
that it conforms with what was intended.” (p.18)
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The methods to achieve this are varied, and discussed in more detail in the following

section (section 5.4).

5.4 METHODS OF CONTROL

Retail control is said to be a topic of increasing concern for senior retail managers in
order to facilitate the achievement of high performance resuits (Lusch 1990; Lusch and
Jaworski 1991). Attention has been paid in the literature to the methods of control
which can be placed on lower managers and employees. Mintzberg (1989:101) termed
these “co-ordinating mechanisms”. Such controls can be enacted through
organisational structure and culture, staff training, setting resources and performance

targets, and the use of technology.

Two different forms of control systems can exist within organisations as a means of
controlling behaviour. Mintzberg (1983) proposed that employee behaviour can be
controlled through either personal control systems, or bureaucratic control systems.
Managers can use personal control systems to control the behaviour of their
subordinates through giving direct orders, establishing guidelines or specific
constraints on decision-making, reviewing decistons, or allocating resources (usually
budgets). This determines whether a subordinate will have a wide or narrow latitude
of decision-making powers. Merchant (1985:4) termed this “personnel control”,

involving social and self control.

Bureaucratic control systems represent impersonal standards that guide the behaviour

of employees. These can constrain the incumbent’s autonomy through the
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standardisation of work content, outputs, or individual skills and knowledge
(Mintzberg 1983). The skills and knowledge an individual brings to their work may
also be standardised through the establishment of procedures for training and selection,
although these can also be developed externally to the organisation. Qutput control 1s
achieved through systems of planning and control, where the work content itself
cannot be specified so the results, not the process are standardised. Ouchi (1977)
found output control to be more effective in larger organisations with many
hierarchical levels. Performance control systems express results in specific objectives,
or quantitative measures, through which the formal goals of the organisation are
directly operationalised. Merchant (1985:4) termed this “results control”, referring to
an approach which holds individuals accountable for achieving particular results, and
then rewards them for their achievement. In doing so it allows the possibility of
managers having autonomy for detailed action, provided they can produce the desired
outcome, and therefore the outcomes must be quantifiable. As Lusch and Jaworski
(1991) commented, retail management tends to have an overriding concern with
bottom-line performance measures, which makes the use of output control widespread

in retail settings.

However, as Emmanuel et al (1990) outlined, organisations often have many objectives
which cannot be easily measured. Not all aspects of performance, especially HRM,
can be measured in quantitative terms, which makes the standardisation of outputs
difficult. Merchant (1985:4) proposed, that where quantifiable criterion is not

available “action control” might be used, similar to Mintzberg’s (1983) standardisation

of work content. Here the actions required can be specified so that the control system
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is geared towards seeing that the correct actions are carried out. This can be achieved
through the formalisation of work content via rules, procedures, and job descriptions.
Merchant (1985) concluded that in functions where it is difficult to define and measure
outputs, and where it is not entirely clear what procedures are required, social controls
are more important. However, both Mintzberg and Merchant concluded that where
many organisations place the emphasis on rewarding results and not behaviour,
managerial behaviour becomes geared towards the achievement of reported results.
This supports Mintzberg’s (1979) earlier concerns that when managers are forced to
prioritise economic benefits, they tend to ignore the social consequences of their
actions, and explains Truss et al’s (1997) conclusions that the reality of HRM is

“almost always hard” (p.70).

In the retail industry control appears to be enacted through both personal control
systems and bureaucratic control systems. The centralisation of control in the retail
industry has had the effect of turning stores into cost centres (Freathy and Sparks
1994). Many of the decisions that would previously have been made by managers at
the store level are now taken elsewhere in the organisation - usually by head office
(Freathy and Sparks 1994; Smith 1988). Nevertheless, managers at store level remain
responsible for meeting targets set by head office. This led Freathy (1993) to conclude
that, while senior managerial store level staff are not subjected to elaborate work rules,
they experience a high degree of centralised control over both strategic and operational

functions, particularly as a result of bureaucratic control systems.
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S.4.1 Organisational Structure
The size and structure of an organisation can considerably influence the format of the
control systems within it. The nature and effectiveness of control systems can also be
manipulated by the presence and strength of the informal organisation. Decisions
about job descriptions, organisation charts, and types of authority relate to the formal
organisation. This refers to the collection of work groups that have been consciously
designed by senior management to maximise efficiency and achieve organisational
goals. However, as Huczynski and Buchanan (2001) noted:
“to understand and explain the behaviour of people in an organisation it is
necessary to become familiar with the informal organisation.” (p.460)
Within the formal structure, an informal organisation will always be present. This
informal organisation is described as:
“the network of relationships that spontaneously establish themselves.”
(Huczynski and Buchanan 2001:462).
As Mullins (1999) points out, organisational charts to not show “the extent of personal
delegation from superior to subordinates, or the precise relationships between line and

staff positions” (p. 546). This raises issues about the role of the informal organisation

in management processes and practices.

As discussed in chapter two, a key trend within the retail industry has been the
increasing power and size of multiple store retailers, and the increasing size of stores
with the growth of the superstore format. Mintzberg (1989) concluded that as
organisations in an industry become big so others “must become big in response”
(p.340). They must grow bigger and try to dominate other organisations, and avoid
being dominated themselves, as is evident in the retail industry. Child (1984)

suggested that the size of an organisation affects its control systems, so that “as
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organisations grow they become more formalised” (p.153). This formalisation
establishes a framework of rules and systems within which decision-making can be
delegated with reasonably predictable results. Mintzberg (1989) agreed that the larger

an organisation, the more formalised its systems.

Sparks (2000b:16) believed that all large organisations “have at their heart a
centralised model of control”. This has been witnessed in the retail industry, where the
centralised control model has gathered together at head office many of the functions
that might otherwise have previously been undertaken at the store level. This
centralisation of retailers’ functions and facilities has been driven by a requirement for
organisational control and to achieve cost savings:
“This has effectively relocated the locus of control of company (and store)
operations away from store managers and into head offices. Decisions about
most aspects of store operations are now made away from the store and the
activities of managers are severely circumscribed. This control........ has
reduced the freedom of store managers to operate independently, and has
placed the emphasis on more specific head office tasks.” (Sparks 2000a:9)
Ogbonna and Whipp (1999) also found that senior retail managers at head office
admitted that the increased size in the company had led to the centralisation of control:
“the company had grown to such a point where the prevailing autonomy at store
level could not be justified. ” (p.81)
Meanwhile, Smith (1988), in his research, found that Taylorism and its accompanying

centralisation of control was the dominant organisational form among larger retail

companies.

Freathy and Sparks (1996) outlined how store level managers are expected to adhere

to strategies and systems developed by managers at the organisation’s head office.

They argued that to realise shareholder and customer expectations, multiple branch
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retailers require a centralised structure. Within this structure head office maintain
responsibility for functional specialisation, together with a close monitoring and co-
ordination of store activities - a formalisation of organisational control systems. This is
evident with the centralisation of buying, marketing, branding, and logistics - all
examples of how the scale of the business has been linked to the centralisation of many

store management processes.

Mintzberg (1989) proposed typologies of organisations whereby large, mature
organisations, such as multiple retailers, could be classified as either machine
bureaucracies, or diversified organisations. Within a machine bureaucracy the prime
co-ordinating mechanism becomes the standardisation of work processes. This is
evident in the retail industry where the centralised model of control is said to demand
“at least a knowledge of what is occurring at branch level, if not, in some instances,
outright total control” (Sparks 2000b:17). In support of this, Ogbonna and Whipp
(1999) found that senior retail managers at head office considered it necessary to
institute bureaucratic control with effective surveillance systems. However, as Child
(1984) indicated, communication links become more tenuous in larger organisations,
and a “lack of co-ordination is one of the charges most frequently levelled against large
organisations” (p.112). This places retail head office’s actual ability to control and

have a knowledge of store operations in some doubt.

According to Mintzberg (1989), the prime means of regulation and control in a

machine bureaucracy is through an organisation’s ‘technostructure’. He defined the

‘technostructure’ as the technical support staff, whose role it is to standardise the work
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throughout the entire organisation, by designing systems and procedures, redesigning
work processes, providing information, and building financial systems. Mintzberg
(1989) believed that machine bureaucracies represented the force for efficiency, with
the ‘technostructure’ controlling managers through the development of “work rules
and standards to make sure everything comes out as planned” (p.256). He argued
that the solution to a machine bureaucracy’s problems becomes rationalising, such as
redundancies, cutting budgets and restructuring, and being in control means “having it
down on paper” (p.342). From case study research conducted in the retail industry,
Smith (1988) concluded that the majority of retailers could be categorised as machine
bureaucracies, which he termed the “Taylorian ideal type” (p.149). He found an
intense division of labour, a pronounced centralisation of control, a lack of discretion

for store managers, and a reliance on the ‘technostructure’.

Conversely, a diversified organisation, has the standardisation of outputs as its prime
co-ordinating mechanism, with middle line managers forming the key part of the
organisation. However, these middle managers also exert a pull to “balkanise the
structure”, thus representing a countervailing force for concentration, or as Mintzberg
(1989) described:
“middle managers arguing they should be left alone...and ..be free to
manage...as we see fit, subject only to the performance controls.” (p.257)
He cautioned that geographically dispersed operations can mean an organisation’s

head office ends up maintaining:

“central control of all critical functions, to ensure operating standards for all the
divisions, which leads to a less than complete form of divisionalisation.”
(p.160)

Truss et al (1997) found at Lloyds Bank that a major programme of re-structuring had

led to the centralisation of many activities, thus realising Mintzberg’s warning.
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Mintzberg (1989:255) discussed the use of typologies, via “lumping”, or playing
“organisational LEGO”. The ‘lumping’ approach would require a retail organisation
to be defined as either a machine, or diversified organisation. Playing “organisational
LEGO” enables the characteristics of different typologies to be combined to describe
an organisation. Applying Mintzberg’s typologies to multiple store retailers, a
combination of machine bureaucracy and diversified organisational models seem to be
in operation. Research evidence (for example, Freathy and Sparks 1996; Ogbonna and
Whipp 1999; Smith 1988; Sparks 2000a, 2000b) shows that multiple store retailers are
increasingly centralising store operations and controlling managers’ actions, thus
realising Mintzberg’s machine bureaucracy typology. However, the geographical
structure of a branch network and sheer size of the organisations themselves means an
element of diversified organisational typology must be in operation together with a

reliance on a standardisation of outputs as the prime control system.

The tension between centralisation and decentralisation is another feature of
organisations that can determine a manager’s choices and constraints in his/her
decision-making powers. Hutchinson (1995) found that many organisations claimed
their main problem was achieving the right balance between the need to provide line
managers with autonomy and the need to retain central control. Stewart (1991)
believed that the difficulty in finding the right balance between order and flexibility was
the major dilemm<ns1:XMLFault xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat"><ns1:faultstring xmlns:ns1="http://cxf.apache.org/bindings/xformat">java.lang.OutOfMemoryError: Java heap space</ns1:faultstring></ns1:XMLFault>