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1{ gw uniform is the development of retail tradefrom one
country to another? Are the disparities due to differences of
rhythm, orto the permanence of certain institutional, social
and cultural features? A comparison of recent country
studies sheds light on these questions also discussed in the
introduction written by G. Roustang and F. Sellier for a
special issue of Formation Emploi [of. CEREQ Briefingp.6].

T HE revolution in modem trade, which began in the
United States after the First World War, has made its
way throughout the industrialised countries. sdlf-service
supermarkets and discount stores operating with small
margins have taken over growing shares of the market
everywhere. It till remains to be seen, however, whether
the differences that persist are structural, or smply
- reflections of atime lag that will inevitably be overcome.

SGNIFICANT DIFFERENCES IN
STRUCTURE AND ORGANISATION

T issue here are the forms of trade, business hours
and the centralisation of management.
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e The main difference concerns the relative role of
traditional smal shops, notably grocery sores. This
sector is, for example, practically nonexistent in Sweden,
where smdl shops generally belong to cooperatives, and it
has gabilised a a low levd in the United States. By
contrast, such businesses remain significant in France,
more so in Japan, and most of dl in Italy. These disparities
can be explained in part by particular consumption
patterns (eg., the French habit of eating fresh bread
implies the proliferation of bakeries), but they are more
closaly related to resistance on the part of small
businesses, resulting in legd restrictions on the expansion
of large modern stores (as in France, but with very uneven
application). In the case of Italy, compromises are often
made on the local leve between large companies and smal
business, which seems to have been able to adapt better
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here than dsewhere (cf. the formation of purchasing
groups [Lanciano 1991)). :

Consumption patterns can change, but only to a certain
extent, and dowly. As for the protection of traditiona
shops, it remains to be seen whether this is a rear-guard
battle logt in advance or the reflection of a socid choice
[Roustang and Sellier 1991].

The main forms of modern retailing (department stores,
chain stores, supermarkets and mail-order) are found in
dl the industrialised countries, but with highly different
degrees of importance and diversification.

In the United States, where this diversification is
articularly advanced, eleven different kinds of retail trade
ave been identified [Tordjman 1988]. Nonethdess, the
department dores, which originated in the nineteenth
century, have been able to adapt to the situation and retain
a large share of the market. This is dso the case in
Germany. In France, by contrast, their delay in adapting
to modern conditions left the field open for self-service
supermarkets, followed by the rapidly expandin?
hypermarkets that sell a growing proportion o
non-foodstuffs.

» Differences in business hours are even more
Bro_nounced. At the two extremes, supermarkets in the
nited States are open an average of more than one
hundred hours a week, usualy al seven days and
sometimes twenty-four hours a day, while stores in
Germanétare closed every eveni n? but oneat 6:30 p.m., as
wdl as Saturday afternoon and dl day Sunday. The other
countries fall somewhere in between. The disparities,
which undoubtedly result in large part from the very
different strm%hs of the unions [Bosch et al. 1991}, seem
to be fairly stable today. Nonetheless it should be noted
that in Sweden, the country where trade-unionism is the
strongest, partia Sunday hours were accepted insofar as
they were deemed to be in the interest of consumers and
businesses galthough the benefit to businesses may be
diminated it these extra hours become widespread).

® Theissue of management pitsthe French hypermarkets
against the supermarkets of most other countries. Since
their creation in the late 1960s and 1970s, the major
French hypermarkets have followed a policy of
decentralisation and autonomy for store managers and
supervisors, who have wide power over purchases,
management and trade poligy [CEREQ-ADEP 1990].
Elsawhere, by contrast, centrdisation is the rule, with
store managers mainly responsible for personnel
supervison and day-to-day operations.

In part, these disparities may reflect a historical
development: certain studies suggest that centraisationin
the United States is arecent phenomenon [Noyelle 1987],
while a partial recentralisation seems to be taking shape
in France, thus offsetting somewhat the prevailing logic
that autonomy and respongbility a0 serveto compensate

_for the overly heavy workload of managers and supervisors
[Bertrand 1991]. ' :

The problem of workload is tied to that of managerid
organisation. With longer working hours, it is impossble
for department supervisors to be present dl the time, with
the result that working in shifts becomes necessary, as in
industry. Thiswas the case in the American supermarkets,
and some of their British counterparts have recently
adopted the same system, even though their sore hours
are shorter.

T
LEVELLING TRENDS

W ITH regard to the growing share of modern big
busness, even in the United States, where the
process is the most advanced, supermarkets congtitute a
stable 80 percent of grocery stores, leaving the remainin
20 percent to traditional smdl business [Gadrey et d.
1990].

» The concentration of busnesses is continuing or even
accelerating in Europe with the prospect of the Single
Market. It seems to be reaching a pesk in food retailing in
the United States, where regiona supermarketsoften hold
up quitewd | againg the national giants. not only are these
regiona chains sufficiently large to permit economies of
scale, but their image is better.

e In an early stage of development, the pursuit of
roductivity gains leads to an increase in gore size, but
ere too, the limit seems to have been reached. While the

average Sze of supermarkets continuestoincreasein most

countries, in France, which has some of the largest
hypermarkets, the latest ventures are on a smaller scae.

In the United States and Great Britain, the mammoth

hypermarket has had little success.

« For along time, the pursuit of productivity gainsaso led
to expanding salf-service. Recently, however, it has been
noted that many supermarkets in the United States and
Germany are orienting their strat towards increased
sarvice and goods with greater value added [Stanback
1991, Baethge 1989]. Doesthistrend (tied in particular to
increasing saes of prepared foods) reflect aresponseto the
specific demands of consumers in these countries or is it
simply a case of more sophisticated marketing, based on
market segmentation, or even the swing of the pendulum
back to a more human relationship with the client? The
question is particularly relevant for France, where groups
of independents continue to win over shares of the market
with price strategies that their competitors cannot ignore.
Itisnot yet clear whether thisisonly abelated adjustment
or a structural characteristic [Le Corre 1991].

DIFFICULT  INTERPRETATION
OF EMPLOYMENT DATA

I T is tempting to compare relative employment among
the economically active populations of the different
countries, as well as the development of the work forces in
relaion to productivity, but caution would seem to be
warranted for a number of reasons.

- Sectoral boundaries are not uniformly defined. In the
United States, the broad definition of retail trade
includes eating and drinking places and gas gations; in
Europe, these activities are excluded, and in France, the
bakery is also entered elsewhere since it is considered
primarily an artisanal activity rather than a commercia
one.

- The overdl anayss of employment and its development
is inadeguate If it does not take into account the
digribution of trade by type and the structura
transformations cited above. But this also poses
problems of definition: supermarkets, for example, are
defined by turnover in the United States and by areaiin
France, so such a comparison is hardly meaningful.

- Productivity comparisons are mideading. Firg of dl,
a large proportion of productivity gains results from
structural transformations, i.e, the advance of
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high-productivity modern retailing at the expense of
low-productivity small businesses. The fact that this
development took place earlier in the United States than
in Europe largely accounts for the latter's supposedly
greater productivity gains [Dessaint and Ecalle 1987].

In addition, recent studies have clearly shown the
inadequacy of the very notion of productivity [Gadrey et d.
1990]. The reorientation of one part of American trade
towards a service policy requi ring more personnel can
hardly beinterpreted as adecline in productivity.

* Finaly, the mathematical relationship between the level
of activity and workforce Sze does not take into account
part-time employment and its variants (see below).

LIMITED NEEDS FOR &ILLED
PERSONNEL MET BY DIFFERENT
TRAINING SYSTEMS

I F modern trade is increasingly a problem of optimal
management of mechandise flows (and obviously
marketing as well), the diversity of goods and the
multiplicity of operations still cal for alot of physical
handling work. But its automation is difficult: even in the
United States, where it is more advanced, warehouse
automation is only partial, and experiments in total
automation of checkout (elimination of cashiers through
optical scanning to register prices automatically and
payment by credit card) do not yet seem conclusive.

This kind of work implies that the large majority of retail
personnel havealow level of skillsand education. At first
glance, the same form of retailing seems to engender
smilar patterns of work organisation and skill structures
regardless of the country. Only avery detailed anaysiswill
indicate whether there are differences, particularly inthe
distribution of responsibilities, which could be tied to the
training level of the personnel [Roustang 1991]. Ongoing
ﬂevel opments may call this analysis into question,
owever.

Infact, thesedevelopmentsare paralel inal the countries
studied. Essentialy, they consistof intensified competition
(tied to market saturation, diminished controls and the
beginni r_l%s of internationalisation, especialy in Europe),
along with rapid advances in computerisation. The |atter,
which is undoubtedly somewhat more advanced in the
United States than in Europe, serves mainly to improve
management (cost management, flow of goods and
mark_etmg? and affects employees working conditions
( ﬁrltlculary a the checkout counter) more than their
ills per 2

Until now, the combination of these developments has
mainly affected managersand supervisors, Who are now
required to have skills that are both more sophisticated
and more varied. While most managers traditionally made
their ways through the ranks, they are now increasingly
expected to have at least some college education. In the
French case, the fact that this has become a genera
requirement constitutes a red break with tradition. In the
United States, however, where post-secondary education
is dr more widespread, such a requirement is not
necessarily incompatible with the desre to promote
experienced personnel within the firm.

Nearly everywhere, firms have difficulty recruiting their
managers because of the sector's poor image, and notably
the prevaent working conditions [see below].

For the whole of the personnel, grester demands for
quality of goods and services, for the capacity to relate to
clients, and for understanding of management has lead to
a certain increase in the level of education and training
[Baethﬁe et d. 1989]. Until now, the education level in the
sector has been one of the lowest, with alarge part of the
personnel having no real vocationd training.

The German case warrants attention, however, insofar as
"dua" training is quite widespread. In terms of the entire
sector, the J)ropor'_uon of German e_mﬁloye& benefitting
from formal vocationd training is higher than elsewhere.
But in fact, this training seems to benefit mainly
sal&peoﬂe and employees on a career track. It appears
that In the supermarkets, a large part of the self-service
employees and salespersons are hardly more trained than
in other countries, a phenomenon that is tied to the
particular characteristics of this population, as will be
discussed below [Bosch, Lallement 1991 and CEREQ
1990].

In France, the academic mode of vocationa training has
little impact on rank-and-file employees, who have not
received any more training than in countries subscribing
to thein-house training model (U.S., Japan).

Nonetheless, it must be stressed that companies in dl
countries have recently become aware of the need for a
greater effort in personnel training [Baethge 1989
CEREQ-ADEP 1990; Stanback 1990]. But this common
tendency covers a great variety of gods, populations and
methods. The EEC's FORCE programmeisnow analysing
the most significant experimentsin itsfirst sectoral study.

MANPOWER SUPPLY DETERMINED
BY NATIONAL CONDITIONS

O NE of the characteristics of retail trade is the
variability of theactivity level (monthly, weekly, daily
and hourly). Thisiswhy the sector was the first to turn to
differentformsof contingentwork that arenowwidespread
and why it also perfected certain sophisticated
mechanisms for optimal utilisation of manpower. This is
particularly truefor thedevel opment of part-timework, but
this adjustment between manpower supply and demand
can beinterpreted in terms of either convergence or specific
national conditions:

- Demand is determined by the need to adjust to
fluctuations in activity which are specific to the trade
sector but common to al countries.

- Conversdly, supply is determined by the characteristics
and behaviours of the labour force, which-are specific to
each country [Bertrand in Gadrey 1991].

The increase of part-time work can be observed in most
countries, notabfD those where theinitia level islow, such
as France. But this growth is not unlimited: in countries
where part-time work is dready very common, such as
Sweden or the U.S. [Christopherson e d. 1990], it is
levdling off or even declining (e.g., inthe U.S,, froma peak
of 37 percent to 32 percent). Thus there is convergence.

On the supply side, however, various factors contribute to
maintaining national differences. the makeup of the work
force by age and sex, and thus the labour-force
participation of women, which is tied to the culture, but
aso the ingtitutional and socid context. The fact that there
is more part-time employment in Great Britain than in
France, for example, ismainly tied to problemsof childcare
in Great Britain [Gregory 1991]. In Sweden, it has been
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observed that the tax systlem may have asignificant impact
on the motivation for women to work part time.

The confrontation between the logics of supply and
demand raises the question of how adjustments een
the two are actually made. It may be asked, for example,
whether the development of part-time employment does
not respond to the needs of women (who are the most
affected) and notably those with children. Not dl the
necessary statistics are available, but it appears likely that
in the case of France, where unemployment has been hi gh
in recent years, part-time employment is only accepted by
workers for lack of anything better. The same can be said
for the development of precarious forms of employment
(fixed-term contracts). Until recently, at least, the
adjustment between supply and demand seemed to be
more satisfactory in countries like the United States or
Sweden; there, long business hours necessitated a
substantia level of contingent work, which could easly be
obtained from young people, especidly students.

But this equilibrium is fragile. The demographic decline
threatens to shrink the youth population which has been
providing the sector’s main source of manpower, especialy
inthe United States. Invarious countries, many companies
are asking whether they should not be rethinking their
manPower management policies, traditionally based on the
employment of awork force that isyoung, predominantly
female and very mobile. Evenin , Some large firms
recognise that the inferior status of part-timeworkers does
not take into account their competence and loyalty.

Certain firms are considering other sources of manpower
(retirees, the handicapped, immigrants), while others are
seeking to cultivate a more stable, better skilled and
perhaps better paid labour force which might be offered
more full-timejobs. Some experimentswith new formsof
organisation are moving in this direction in France
[CEREQ-ADEP 1990]. In the United States, the questionis
being raised, however, whether the pursuit of a better
skilled work force is not going to lead to adrastic reduction
injob posshilities for young people with the least amount
of training [Stanback 1990].

Increasingly, these problems, which were often resolved
from day to day and case by case, will have to be posedin
termsof overall coherence:

- Between trade policy and human resources
management: Is#orecarlousem |oyment of amobileand
low-paid work force compatible with the search for
quality and service, and thus better training?

- Between manpower supply and demand: Given a
changing demographic and sociocultural context and
the competition of the other sectors, how canthedesired
personnel be recruited and retained?

Articlewrittenby
Olivier Bertrand

(Trandation by Miriam Rosen)
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