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FOREWORD FROM THE CEO

It is with great pleasure that I present “Shaping Tomorrow”, SaCSA’s Workforce Planning 
Report Summary (WFPRS) 2024 for the Retail sector. As one of the recently formed Jobs 
and Skills Councils, SaCSA utilise workforce and training insights to identify and provide 
solutions for industry-specific workforce challenges, that will aid us in Shaping the 
workforce of tomorrow.

The Retail sector is a dynamic and integral part of Australia’s workforce and bridges the 
gap between producers and consumers. Retail is the largest single sector within SaCSA’s 
remit and employs around 1.6 million people, or one in ten workers, and contributes $180 
billion a year to the Australian economy.

“Shaping Tomorrow” offers an overview of the Retail sector’s unique workforce and 
identifies some of the challenges our sector faces. It also delves into the challenges and 
opportunities within the Vocational Education and Training (VET) sector and outlines 
our initial focus areas. Combined, these areas will drive our efforts and stakeholder 
consultations in the near term and provide a strategic approach to managing industry 
challenges.

This report, developed in consultation with our wide range of stakeholders, builds on 
SaCSA’s expertise in workforce planning and is a major advancement towards addressing 
the issues facing the Retail sector.

Through collaboration with other JSCs, we aim to understand current, emerging and future 
workforce challenges, including skills gaps and shortages. This collaboration will continue 
to help us refine data collection and analysis processes for better alignment of demand 
and supply of skilled labour within each sector of our remit.

“Shaping Tomorrow” is intended to be a valuable tool for industry stakeholders, including 
employers, businesses, industry peak bodies, unions and government agencies. It will 
inform the creation of policies and proposals while encouraging further workforce planning, 
training product development, skills development promotion and monitoring, and industry 
stewardship.

The 2024 WFPRS is a testament to SaCSA’s commitment to developing and empowering 
the workforce of the Retail sector in Australia both now and into the future. I thank each and 
every stakeholder involved for taking their time and sharing their expertise to help us shape 
this report. 

Natalie Turmine
Chief Executive Officer
Service and Creative Skills Australia (SaCSA)
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“SHAPING TOMORROW”

SECTOR SNAPSHOT 

The Retail sector is a dynamic and integral part of 
Australia’s workforce and bridges the gap between 
producers, wholesalers and consumers. Spanning 
a wide array of products and services, across both 
physical and digital landscapes, Retail plays a pivotal 
role in shaping consumer experiences. 

The Retail sector employs around 1.6 million people, 
or one in ten workers, and contributes $180 billion 
a year (7 per cent of Gross Domestic Product) to 
the Australian economy.1 The industry is made up 
predominantly of small businesses, with over 90 
per cent of retail businesses having fewer than 20 
employees. 

The scope of the Retail sector mapped to SaCSA’s 
remit includes both the Australian and New Zealand 
Standard Industrial Classification (ANZSIC) Retail 
Trade (except Motor Vehicle and Motor Vehicle Parts 
Retailing) and Wholesale Trade industries.

The Retail Trade subsector accounts for 1,216,100 
persons (77 per cent of the entire Retail sector) and 
encompasses businesses engaged in selling goods 
and services to consumers for personal or household 
consumption.2 

The Wholesale Trade subsector directly employs the 
remaining 367,400 persons (23 per cent of the entire 
sector) spread across a range of subsectors including 
Wholesaling for Machinery and Equipment, Grocery, 
Liquor and Tobacco, and Timber and Hardware.3 

The Retail sector in Australia is experiencing a 
significant shift away from traditional brick and mortar 
stores, as online shopping continues to carve out a 
larger share of the market. However, the transition does 
not simply represent a change in consumer behaviour. 
It is reshaping the very fabric of Retail. With this surge 
in omnichannel retailing comes a pressing need for 
human capital transformation. 

Stakeholders note that retailers now have need for 
roles like data scientists, e-commerce managers, 
digital marketing specialists, web developers and 
designers, content/copy writers and employees 
in IT. These roles will need to be explored in future 
workforce planning and are reflective of changing 
workforce and training needs.

PURPOSE

This document summarises “Shaping Tomorrow” Workforce Planning Report, Retail 2024, as prepared by Service 
and Creative Skills Australia (SaCSA) Jobs and Skills Council (JSC), in close collaboration with and consultation 
with our wide range of tripartite stakeholders. For further details, see “Shaping Tomorrow” Workforce Planning 
Report, Retail 2024. 

1 ABS, Australian National Accounts: National Income, Expenditure and 
Product, December 2023.
2 ABS, Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, original data, November 2023. 
3 ABS, Labour Force, Australia, Detailed, original data, November 2023.
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WORKFORCE CHALLENGES

RETAIL AS A CAREER

The sector provides an entry point into the workforce; 
it is the first job for many young people and a large 
proportion of the industry are women. With a high 
concentration of part-time employment, the sector 
offers work/life balance and flexibility benefits.  

At the same time there are higher levels of staff 
turnover and recruitment challenges for employers. 
Perceptions of the Retail sector as not being a longer-
term career pathway have persisted, exacerbated by 
issues such as customer aggression. Nevertheless, 
the sector offers opportunities across a broad and 
diverse workforce covering stores, warehousing, 
merchandising and business management.    

RECOGNISING CURRENT AND FUTURE 
SKILLS NEEDS

Employers are experiencing difficulty recruiting staff, 
especially for managerial and higher skilled positions, 
such as Retail Managers and Community Pharmacy 
(Pharmacy Technicians).

In the current strong labour market, there are 
widespread challenges around recruitment and 
retention. In 2023, over half of recruiting employers 
in the Retail sector had difficulty recruiting staff, with 
the majority of recruitment taking place due to staff 
turnover. Issues such as cost of living and relatively 
low rate of pay, combined with insecurity of hours, are 
likely contributing to this outcome.4   

Retail sector jobs are projected to grow in key 
occupations over the next ten years5, suggesting that 
an increase of suitably trained workers will be required 
to ease current labour shortfalls. 

RE-DEFINING AND PRIORITISING 
UPSKILLING

Employer engagement in formal VET training is low, 
and enrolments and completions have declined over 
recent years. 

In addition to the impacts of the restrictions imposed 
following the COVID-19 pandemic, stakeholders 
have indicated that formal training is a low priority 
in the current challenging recruitment and retention 
environment. This has resulted in many employers 
opting to hire workers without formal training and 
train them on the job. Employers noted that the retail 
workforce engages most meaningfully in learning 
when it is delivered in the flow of work, in bite-sized 
modules or as microcredentials, and at the appropriate 
time as new/digital technologies are implemented. 
Moving forward, stakeholders also note that there 
are opportunities to encourage SIR – Retail Services 
training package enrolment as part of career upskilling.

ONLINE AND E-COMMERCE RETAILERS – 
EXPLORING NEW WORKFORCE NEEDS AND 
CHALLENGES TO EMPLOYABILITY

Digitalisation and changes such as omnichannel 
retailing are changing the current and emerging 
workforce and skills needs.  

This shift has been driving increasing expectations of 
the “retail experience”, including through omnichannel 
retailing which combines multiple digital and physical 
touchpoints, requiring a value-add for customers 
who are now more accustomed to the convenience 
of online shopping. Stakeholder feedback indicates 
that an increasing number of roles now require a 
broader range of, and often specialist, skills, combining 
traditional customer facing skills sets with digital skills.   

There are several cross-cutting trends and interrelated trends and challenges shaping the Retail 
sector workforce. SaCSA will continue to work closely with stakeholders to better understand these 
issues and work on fit for purpose solutions within our remit and focus areas over time. 

 

4 Jobs and Skills Australia, Recruitment Experiences and Outlook Survey - 2023 in Review, March 2024.
5 Jobs and Skills Australia and Victoria University, Employment Projections, May 2023.
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EMPLOYMENT AND DEMAND

The Retail sector has broadly recovered from the 
impacts of the COVID-19 pandemic, but more recent 
labour market conditions have been slightly weaker in 
the sector recently, in line with general labour market 
developments. Based on the SaCSA ANZSIC mapping 
of the Retail sector, the five-year time series shows 
resilience in the sector over the COVID-19 period 
and a steadily increasing workforce over the past two 
years.

THE HIGH-LEVEL FUTURE OUTLOOK

According to Victoria University’s employment 
projections produced for Jobs and Skills Australia, 
both five- and ten-year projections show that all Retail 
sector roles at the ANZSCO unit group (4-digit) level 
are expected to rise in employment over the next ten 
years.6 

•	 Medical Technicians have the highest 
employment projections in percentage terms 
(7 per cent for five years and 18 per cent for ten 
years), with Pharmacy Sales Assistants growing 
by 6 per cent over the next ten years. This is in 
line with the broader economic shift towards 
healthcare given Australia’s aging population. 

OCCUPATIONAL AREAS OF FOCUS

Looking at the workforce data evidence base – in 
particular the occupations, training and skills needs 
– there are two emerging areas of focus to explore 
further.

•	 Retail sector leadership: Retail Managers are in 
Regional Shortage according to the Skills Priority 
List (SPL), and Retail Supervisor positions have 
experienced declining training completion rates 
over time, despite the need for additional workers 
with leadership skills according to stakeholder 
feedback.

•	 Community Pharmacy: Community Pharmacy 
plays a vital role by providing prescription and 
nonprescription-based medicine and a range 
of information and health care services to the 
public. In addition, Pharmacy Technicians are 
already in National Shortage according to the 
SPL, and training completion rates for Pharmacy 
Sales Assistants have declined over time. At the 
same time, there are claims from stakeholders 
that the qualifications in this area are outdated 
and do not reflect industry trends.

SaCSA will explore the issues affecting these 
occupational areas of focus over the next 12 months. 

 

WORKFORCE INSIGHTS AND SKILLS NEEDS

6 Jobs and Skills Australia, Victoria Univer-
sity Employment Projections - May 2023 
to May 2033. 

REGIONAL SHORTAGE:  
Retail Managers

NATIONAL SHORTAGE:  
Pharmacy Technicians

Occupation Shortages
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EDUCATIONAL PROFILE

Overall, there has been a downward trend in VET total 
program enrolments and completions over time for the 
Retail sector, as covered by the SIR – Retail Services 
training package. There were 39,450 enrolments 2022, 
a 28 per cent decrease from 54,968 enrolments in 
2017; while completions in 2022 were 9,584, a 46 per 
cent decrease from 17,742 in 2017, a greater decrease 
compared to enrolments. 

Stakeholder feedback and research indicate that entry 
level staff tend to be recruited to the Retail sector as 
part-time Sales Assistants or Warehouse Assistants 
and many work in Retail while pursuing secondary 
or tertiary study outside Retail, which indicates that 
a Retail career may not be an attractive option for 
younger workers entering the workforce.7  

Stakeholder feedback suggests that the most 
successfully delivered training programs are often 
contextualised to suit participating businesses and 
have strong understanding and buy-in from employers. 
In some cases, large retailers require flexibility in the 
training package, for example to remove parts of the 
package or to be able to cherry pick units across 
qualification levels to develop their own programs.

REASONS FOR DISCONTINUING TRAINING

NCVER indicates that in 2023 the key reasons for 
non-completion of the SIR – Retail Services training 
package were “changed jobs or started a new job” 
at 38 per cent (which was higher than all industries), 
followed by “personal reasons” at 21.1 per cent (which 
was slightly lower than all industries). Discussions with 
NCVER, supported by research and stakeholder input, 
indicate entry level trainees often start but do not 
complete training because Retail is often not seen as a 
long-term career. 

The drivers of student completions across each of 
the occupations in the SIR Retail Services training 
package are complex. In addition to the personal 
circumstances of students, they can reflect structural 
trends in occupations and training, as well as policy 
developments. 
 

TRAINING DEVELOPMENTS

 

7 Victorian Skills Commissioner, Sector snapshot: Victoria’s retail sector, 
November 2020.
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WORKFORCE 
STRATEGIES AND 
MEASURES
Given the workforce, skills and training needs facing 
the Retail sector, there are a range of strategies and 
measures that have been put in place at the national 
and state and territory level. Some of these strategies 
and measures are cross-cutting and some are sector-
specific.

Cross-cutting National workforce strategies and 
measures: The implications of the National Skills 
Agreement (NSA), the Australian Universities Accord, 
the Migration Strategy, and the Employment White 
Paper for the Retail sector have also been considered. 

SaCSA has also met with representatives from the 
Australian Government and all state and territory 
governments to capture and map information on 
current and proposed skills programs and initiatives 
that could help address the skills and labour 
challenges in the Retail sector.

SaCSA has an opportunity to better understand these 
services and strategies and to engage with Retail 
sector employers so that they are aware of the support 
available to:

•	 Help them navigate to and connect with 
industry initiatives (in particular career pathway 
programs). SaCSA has an opportunity to partner 
with industry to tackle the perceptions of limited 
career opportunities within the Retail sector.8 

•	 Develop bespoke workforce development 
solutions aimed at addressing skills and labour 
needs

•	 Minimise the resourcing impact on their business 
of participating in programs that will assist with 
attraction and retention

•	 Understand the benefits for their business and 
the broader sector.
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PLANNED INITIATIVES

Deepening our understanding of the workforce and 
skills needs in the following areas: 

•	 Exploring the impact of customer aggression on 
Retail sector workforce attraction and retention  

•	 Implications of the Retail leadership shortage and 
potential solutions

•	 Implications of the Community Pharmacy 
(Pharmacy Technician) shortage and potential 
solutions

•	 The needs of the wholesale trade sector
•	 Retail career pathway study to analyse the 

pathways into and within the sector

Training product development in the sector, 
including: 

•	 Audit and Review of the SIR – Retail Services 
training package to better understand which 
updates may be required to ensure training 
products are fit for purpose and meet industry 
requirements (including updating superseded 
units of competency)

•	 Mapping existing qualifications against the 
Qualification Development Quality Principles 
to simplify and rationalise qualifications where 
appropriate

•	 Exploring the drivers of low VET engagement, 
including insights from our stakeholders in this 
effort

Industry and cross sector JSC collaboration, 
including:

•	 Collaboration strategy to understand the impact 
of digitalisation and omnichannel retail on 
workforce and skills needs

•	 Influencing relevant cross-cutting national 
initiatives (including the National Skills 
Agreement, Universities Accord, the Migration 
Strategy).

Consistent with the issues identified, a number of 
planned initiatives are included in this Report Summary 
that will be progressed, with an update in the 2025 
SaCSA Workforce Plan:
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COMPLETE REPORTS

This is a summary version of the complete 
“Shaping Tomorrow” Workforce Planning Report, Retail 2024. 

To view this complete report and those of other sectors, 
please go to the SaCSA website.

www.sacsa.org.au



www.sacsa.org.au
SYDNEY | MELBOURNE | CANBERRA


