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Introduction 
The retail sector employs more than two 
million people and is Canada’s largest 
employment sector (McPherson, 2016). 
Despite the great number of workers, 
retail jobs are not widely considered 
good jobs that offer fair wages, benefits, 
insurance, income security or a strong 
sense of fulfillment (Coulter, 2014). 
 

 
Approximately 1 out of every 8 

workers in Canada is employed in 
retail (Retail Council of Canada, 

2013). 
 

Among the key challenges for retail are 
the recruitment and retention of quality 
retail management candidates and the 
extraordinary cost of high employee 
turnover rates.  From specialty to luxury 
to big box formats, most retailers are 
facing the same issues related to 
recruitment and retention (Elder, 2013).  
Turnover rates are higher in the retail 
sector than in any other sector (Retail 
Council of Canada, 2009).  According to 
the Retail Council of Canada (RCC), the 
median annual turnover rate among full-
time employees in the retail sector was 
23.7% as of 2013 (Shaw, 2015).   
 
 
 
 

 
High turnover has a negative impact on 
employee morale, productivity and 
company sales. 
 

 
 

Part of the problem for retailers stems 
from the general misconception of retail 
as a career.   
 
“Retail suffers from a bad reputation.  
Often it’s seen as something you do 
until you get a “real job” (Casey, 
2013). 
 
   Diane Brisebois, 
   President and CEO 
   RCC 
 
For retailers to thrive in today’s 
economy, finding and retaining the best 
employees is important.  There is 
currently a shortage of skilled talent as a 
result of explosive expansion and the 
exodus of the candidate population to 
other sectors (McPherson, 2016).  In 
RCC’s recent Retail Training and 
Employee Development Benchmark 
Survey, 49% of respondents stated that 
only 10-24% of candidates are suitable 
for positions the company offers (Retail 
Council of Canada, 2015). 
 
 
 

 



Critical to understanding how to improve 
the career’s attractiveness is elevating 
the public’s perceptions about the 
professionalism of retail management as 
a career.  This report highlights the need 
for a collaborative approach 
incorporating all stakeholders in the 
retail industry to position retail 
management as a professional career 
choice. 
 

 
 
Studies on Perceptions of Retail 
Management Careers 
Previous studies of retail management 
career perceptions have been 
conducted in the US, the UK and 
Malaysia.  Researchers have also 
examined generational differences and 
similarities regarding retail management 
as a career.  Mencl and Lester (2014) 
compared career perceptions of baby 
boomers and Generation Y workers.  
Broadbridge et al. (2007) examined the 
particular retail management career 
perceptions of Generation Y workers.  
Although these studies focus on multiple 
generational career perceptions, they 
have not focused on the perceptions of 
the emerging Generation Z. 

 
Generation Z will make up 20% of the 
workforce by 2020 
 
 
 
 

Objectives of the Research Study 
This research study aims to identify 
Canadian perceptions of retail 
management as a career and 
recommends strategies for retail 
management employers and educators 
to improve attracting and retaining 
quality candidates.   
 
Prior to this study, there has not been a 
comprehensive, academic study 
focused on the perceptions of Canadian 
retail management as a career.  It is 
Canada’s first national, intergenerational 
study based on surveys, interviews and 
focus groups. 
 
Industry has indicated that they see 
value in this study. As one industry 
participant stated: 
 
“It is an innovative study that seeks 
not only to shed light on an 
extremely important issue that 
affects Canadian retailers, but also 
may be able to offer concrete 
solutions on how to entice talented 
college and university grads into the 
world of retail.” 
 
The sample included: 

 Leading retailers in Canada from 
the following segments:  luxury, 
department store, specialty, fast 
fashion, off price and grocery 

 Post-secondary educators and 
student recruiters from retail 
management programs 

 Post-secondary students (220) in 
business programs. Participants 
range in age from 17-22 years 
old (56% were 18 and 19 years 
old and 65% were in their first 
year of study) 

 General population: 16-18 (74) 
 General population: 19-79 (310) 

 
 
 
 



Considerations in Career Choice 
Generation Z could vastly change the 
way employers recruit talent. By 2020, 
this generation will make up 20% of the 
workforce so prospective employers 
should be paying attention to the 
considerations in career choice of this 
group. 
 
Post-secondary students ranked future 
career progression as the most 
important consideration in career 
choice. 65.45% of respondents ranked 
this aspect as very important in their 
consideration in their career decision.  

 
 
Opportunities for career progression, 
advancement, pleasant working 
conditions, job security and work-life 
balance are the most important 
considerations in career choice. 
 
The top 3 considerations in career 
choice that the 16-18 year old 
participants stated were very important 
were pleasant working conditions, job 
security and work-life balance. 
 
The most important source of influence 
on their choice of career for post-
secondary students was their personal 
interest in the industry.  
 

62.44% of post-secondary students 
stated that personal interest in the 

industry was very influential on their 
choice of career 

Other significant sources of influences 
on career choice include work 
experience, internship experience and 
personal experience as a customer. 

19.46% of post-secondary students and 
10.81% of 16-18 year olds stated that 
parents were very influential on their 
choice of career Therefore, parental 
influence is not as significant on this 
generation as their own personal 
interests and experience. 

 

69% 
of post-secondary students had 

experience with retailing employment 
 

 
 

42% of post-secondary students had 
part-time retail work experience. 91.27% 
of those respondents who had a 
favourable/very favourable part-time 
experience would choose a career in 
retail.
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Perceptions  
Gen Z has a more positive perception 
about a career in retail. 

 
Post-secondary students  
 
An industry participant stated: 
 
“I’ve had the opportunity to be on 
campus more often and careers in 
retail management are more sought 
after.” 
 
The general population have a less 
favourable perception of a career in 
retail. 
 

 
General Population 19+ years old 
 
61.29% of the general population stated 
that their personal experience as a 
customer was quite/very influential on 
their perception of retail as a career. 
 
An industry participant stated: 
 
“The general public get their 
perceptions as consumers.” 
 
62.58% of the general population stated 
that their work experience was 
quite/very influential on their perception 
of retail as a career. 

 
 
56% of the general population had 
experience with retail.  47% of those 
who had an unfavourable experience 
stated that it was because of poor 
compensation.   
 
Knowledge of Retail Management 
Careers 
 

70% 
of the general population 19+ year 
olds stated that retail management 

careers include: 
 

Salesperson 
Store Management 
Customer Service 

 
The 16-18 year olds have an expanded 
view of what careers are available in 
retail.

 
70% 

of the 16-18 year olds stated they 
would consider a career in retail. 
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Influences on decisions to apply to a retail company 

 
65.30% of post-secondary students 
stated that future career paths were the 
most influential feature in their decision 
to apply to a retail company.  
 
Company reputation and values were 
also significant influences on the 
decision to apply to a retail company for 
16-18 year olds and post-secondary 
students. 
 

 
 
Industry also recognizes reputation is a 
significant feature in attracting better 
quality candidates as one of our Industry 
participants stated: 
 
“The higher calibre of your brand- the 
better applicant you attract.” 
 
 

Recruiting methods 

 
51.82% of post-secondary students 
stated that internships were very 
influential in their decision to apply to a 
retail company. 
 
46% of the post-secondary students had 
an internship retail experience.  Of those 
respondents, 90.32% stated they had a 
favourable/very favourable experience 
and would consider a career in retail. 
 
Social media was the most influential 
recruiting method for the 16-18 yr. old.
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Recommendations 
 

Collaboration 

 
 
An industry participant stated: 
“Employers could do a better job of getting into the schools.” 
 
How can industry and educators collaborate? 

 Real life learning experiences 
 Build a community of practise-advocate for retail management as a career 
 Information sessions/campus recruitment 
 Guest speaking events to share stories 
 Advisory committee involvement/collaboration on curriculum 
 Case study/project collaborations 
 Internship programs/partnerships 

An industry participant stated: 
“Industry needs to drive it!  We need to talk to the facts; opportunities are 
immense, it is a culture of empowerment in stores and corporate.  The more 
industry can sit with educators the better.” 
 
There is a real opportunity to strengthen collaborations between Industry and post-
secondary programs that specialize in retail as they prepare candidates to meet the 
unique needs of this dynamic industry.   
 
An opportunity also exists for post-secondary educators to educate their student 
recruiting department on the career opportunities in retail.   
 
A post-secondary student recruiter stated: 
“We don’t know how to explain retail management.” 
 

Connect Work Experiences with Careers 
Findings show very clearly that the biggest influences on perceptions of retail 
management as a career are work experience, internship experience and customer 
experiences. It is imperative that retailers enhance these experiences. 
 
“Countless students work part-time in frontline retail positions while attending university 
or college.  For most, the experience is about little more than securing a paycheque.  
Many students view their retail post as a dead-end position or job of last resort” (Casey, 
2013). 
 
 
 
 

RCC

EducatorsIndustry



An industry participant stated: 
“When students have that much more of a connection they will hopefully want to 
work with us when they’re done school because they see the value in the 
opportunities.” 
 
Internship and work experiences are a great opportunity to highlight career paths and 
educate on all of the career opportunities that exist. 

 
Tell Stories 

An industry participant stated: 
“What is missing online from a mass quantity perspective are all of the great 
stories” 
 
In September, 2015, H&M Canada launched the national recruitment campaign, Place 
of Possible. “The campaign is part of a growing shift toward the perception of retail jobs 
as sustainable long-term careers and shows a willingness among retail companies to be 
more vocal about their company culture” (Malcolm, 2015). 

 
The campaign showcased the career of H&M employees some 
of them advancing from entry-level positions to establishing long 
term careers.  H&M used online ads, print, outdoor and social 
media.  This was a recruiting campaign primarily focused on 
recruiting sales advisers but it also captured a wide audience 
and told stories which gave people more insight into the career 
opportunities that exist in retail. 

 
“The first step to attracting millennials according to Julie Robb, Mountain Equipment Co-
op manager of recruitment and training is to tell them a captivating story about your 
company” (McPherson, 2016). 
 
An Industry participant stated:  
“People love getting an insiders view and I think anything that’s like video image 
based, anything that we post on LinkedIn or on twitter or on our job site that’s a 
video or a picture tends to elevate the number of applicants.” 
 
Loblaw Companies launched a four-minute video, titled “The Loblaw Experience” to 
entice millennials to join its workforce. “It features employees who talk about how they 
got their start at Loblaw, their professional progression, and what they love about the 
company” (Harris, 2016).  They wanted to showcase the Loblaw brand and culture. 
 
An industry participant stated: 
“Branding- you work a lot on your brand for your customer but it’s as important 
what your brand looks like to your employee.” 
 
We need to tell more stories! 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 



Works Cited 
 

Broadbridge, A., Maxwell, G.A. and Ogden, S.M. 2007.  Experiences, perceptions and 
 
 Expectations of retail employment for Generation Y.  Career Development 
 
 International, 12(6), pp. 120-5 
 
Casey, Quentin.  “Busting the retail myth:  Good careers abound in a sector known for  
 
     minimum wage and part-time jobs.”  National Post, 23 September 2013. 
 
Coulter, Kendra.  “Revolutionizing Retail; Workers, Political Action and Social Change.”  
 
 United States:  Palgrave Macmillan, 2014. 
 
Elder, Angela.  “Top Five Things on the Minds of Retail Recruiters.” National Retail  
 
 Federation, 10 June 2013. 
 
Harris, Rebecca.  “Loblaw Targets Millennials with Recruitment Campaign.” Canadian 
 
 Grocer, 23 February, 2016 
 
Malcolm, Hadley.  “H&M to hire thousands through recruiting campaign.” USA Today,  
 
 14 May 2015. 
 
McPherson, David.  “Retail Recruitment:  Winning the War of Fit.”  Canadian Retailer,  
 
 Winter 2016. 
 
Mencl, J., and Lester, S.W., 2014.  More Alike Than Different What Generations Value  
 
 and How the Values Affect Employee Workforce Perceptions.  Journal of  
 
 Leadership and Organizational Studies. 
 
Retail Council of Canada, 2009.  A changing retail landscape:  an analysis of emerging  
 
 human resources trends. 
 
Retail Council of Canada, 2013. Celebrating Retail 50th Anniversary. 
 
Retail Council of Canada, 2015.  Retail Training and Employee Development  
 
 Benchmark Survey. 
 
Shaw, Hollie.  “Changing the perception of retail as career; H&M Canada head embarks  
 
 On hiring campaign.”  National Post, 1 September 2015. 
 


