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Introduction 

1. The Shop Distributive and Allied Employees’ Association (SDA) supports the 

submission of the Australian Council of Trade Unions (ACTU) and provides this 

supporting submission to the 2023 Annual Wage Review (AWR).  

2. The SDA is one of Australia's largest trade unions with some 210,000 members 

working in a broad range of areas including retail, warehousing, online retailing, fast-

food hairdressing, beauty, pharmacy and modelling. 

3. The majority of SDA members are low income, with 60% being women. Retail and 

food services are two of the three lowest industries for median weekly earnings. The 

retail industry employs one of the largest proportions of Australian workers, accounting 

for approximately 10% of the nation’s workforce. 

4. Our members have in surveys this year provided comments and examples that 

demonstrate there is a real need for a wage increase as the inflationary situation has 

made their lives even more difficult: 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

The cost of living is now a major 
issue where it becomes a matter of 
paying a bill or not having a meal as 
the pay that I earn is not keeping up 
with inflation. We need a pay rise 
now. 

FT 55+ year old Male 



  

Past decisions impacted negatively 
5. Over the COVID pandemic years, retail and fast-food workers faced delayed wage 

increases, wage increases below CPI and below productivity improvements in the 

sector.1    

6. Retail workers incurred wage increase delays of 9 months in 2020 and 2 months in 

2021 which is almost in total a year’s delay in a wage increase.    A year’s worth of 

forgone wages endured by some of the lowest paid workers in Australia.  

7. This delay in wage increases has now compounded with the cost-of-living crisis that 

was occurring last year and is still occurring this year. 

 

  

  

 

 

 

Hardship for Retail Workers 
8. Over the many years the SDA has surveyed and spoken with members the economic 

reality for many of them this time has now become desperate.  Many face hard choices 

which haven’t been part of the norm over the last couple of decades.   

9. Again, the SDA has surveyed workers this year and have included some of their 

responses to help illustrate the reality and not just the dry economics.  

  

 
, PC Productivity Insights: Recent Developments 

With the rise of groceries and 
living… we need to have a rise in 
wages as we all struggle 

FT 46 -55 year old Female 



  

10. Retail workers have faced challenges before, lack of savings, inability to save, 

scraping and scrimping but making choices between food and rent or electricity and 

food were not common. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

11. There is also a feeling of helplessness and little sense of hope 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Need a decent pay rise so I can live as 
rent is to dear n electricity n rego n fuel 
n food just not enuff to live off as some 

weeks I have no money left to buy food n 
have to use Vinnies for food voucher 
which is really bad for a full timer that 

can't save n getting in debt .. 

FT 46-55yr old female 

We are the working poor. Working a 38hr 
week as an ADM I am just making ends 
meet. I have no savings. I live an average 
life. Mortgage, car household bills, phone. 
That's my entire pay. So there's no 
work/life balance as can't afford a life. 

FT 46-55 year old Female    (ADM 
Assistant Dept Manager 

… making ends meet difficult at present. 
The food cost hikes \ and banks 

raising there (sic) rates its sad and 
managing by paying peter to pay 

paul, paying bills now in 
instalments making it hard to  

catch up any rise will be welcomed 
now. Desperate! 

Cas 55+ year old Female 



  

Economics have not improved for retail workers 
12. The SDA has engaged again Associate Professor Martin O’Brien of the University of 

Wollongong to provide an updated report regarding Retail Industry Employees 2. 

(O’Brien Report 2023)  

13.  The O’Brien Report 2023 reviews and updates the report provided last year to the 

AWR 2022.  O’Brien Report for S285 – Annual Wage Review 2021-22.  (O’Brien 

Report 2022)3. The O’Brien Report 2023 has updated data and analysis by reference 

to the following data sources : 2021 Census of Housing and Population, 2022 

Characteristics of Employment, 2022 Average Weekly Earnings, 2022 Wage Price 

Index, and 2021 Household Income and Labour Dynamics in Australia (HILDA). The 

findings of Dr Martin O’Brien this year do not suggest that the financial circumstances 

of, and economic outlook for Retail Industry employees and Retail industry employee 

households have improved in the period since the O’Brien Report 2022.  The 

conclusion of Dr O’Brien is that the updated findings on key metrics show overall a 

continuing decline in the economic position of retail workers, measured against the 

position of Other Industries employees and households. 

14. The O’Brien Report 2023 reaffirms that employees in the General Retail Industry are 

amongst the lowest paid workers in the nation  

15. General Retail Industry employee households are  

(a) less likely to be homeowners or have a mortgage but those with a mortgage are 

less likely to be ahead in scheduled mortgage repayments5 

(b) more likely to be renting6 

16. Since the O’Brien Report 2022, the proportion of General Retail Industry employee 

households assessing their financial prosperity as “just getting along” and “poor” has 

increased from 26% to 30%7. 

 
2 O’Brien Report for S285 – Annual Wage Review 2022-23 – (C2023/1) , 2023 Update 

 
3 https://www.fwc.gov.au/documents/wage-reviews/2021-22/submissions/sda-sub-awr2122.pdf 

O’Brien Report 2023).[ PN 60 -62  }
5 Ibid [69] 
6 Ibid [69 
7 Ibid [81] 



  

17. Entrenched relative disadvantage of General Retail Industry households continues. 8 

18. The O’Brien Report 2023 again confirmed 

(a) ‘General Retail Industry employees were less likely than Other Industry 

employees to be able to raise funds for emergencies easily. They are more likely 

to have to make “some sacrifices”, take “drastic action”, or simply not be able to 

raise these funds. 27% of Retail households are unable to raise emergency 

funds or to have to do something drastic to raise these funds which is 13% 

higher than non-retail households.’9 

(b) ‘A greater proportion of General Retail Industry households continue not pay 

utilities, could not pay mortgage or rent on time, and asked for help from family, 

friends or welfare organisations in the past year, which has shown no sign of 

improvement’10  

(c) Retail employees earn 85% less than employees from other industries, but their 

spending on non-discretionary items exceeds 85% of other industry employees’ 

expenditure. Retail employees must afford essential items, such as groceries, 

utilities, fuel, telephone, and internet with much less than their non-retail 

counterparts. While retail employees have the same needs as employees from 

other industries, they do not have the same income capacity.11  

 

 
8 Ibid [77] 

We desperately need a large 
pay increase, shopping at our 
own workplace is impossible 

with what we earn now 

FT 26 -35 year old female 
We desperately need a meaningful pay 
increase. Staff are struggling with the 

cost of living and it doesn't help that our 
own employer is making that worse by 
increasing the cost of all its items. An 
increase of a dollar or 2 really will not 
help. I want to stress that people are 

STRUGGLING. Our pay is so pathetically 
low at the moment, my dollar is not 

nearly worth what it should be anymore.
     
  PT 18-25 year old Male 



  

Retail Profitability  
19. While real wages went backwards between 2020 and 2022, the after-tax profits of the 

top ten companies on the ASX increased by an average of 88 per cent.12 

20. Among the top 10 retailers on the ASX: 

1. APE Eagers Automotive Ltd 
2. COL Coles Group 
3. EDV Endeavour Group 
4. HVN Harvey Norman Holdings Ltd 
5. JBH JB Hi Fi 
6. MTS Metcash 
7. PMV Premier Investments 
8. SUL Super Retail Group 
9. WES Wesfarmers 
10. WOW Woolworths 

21. In 2022, sales grew among 8 of the 10 retailers.  

22. Among the top 10 retailers, EBIT grew by 51 per cent since 2019. At the same time 

wages grew by 24 per cent 

 

 

 

 

23. Profit before income tax in the retail trade industry rose by 244 per cent between 2001-

2019 (before the onset of COVID-19).i13 This is more than double the increase in total 

wages paid in the retail trade during the same time frame, which was only 114 per 

cent.14  

 
12 McKell analysis of company annual reports  
13 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2021), ‘Company Profits before income tax, current prices – data 
download table 9’, Business indicators. Accessed online: 
https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/business-indicators/business-indicators-australia/sep-
2021#data-download 
14 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2021), ‘Wages and Salaries, current prices – data download table 
17’, Business indicators. Accessed online: https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/business-
indicators/business-indicators-australia/sep-2021#data-download 

pay should allow me to maintain(sic) 
my standard of living, not just line the 
pockets of major shareholders 

FT 26-35 year old Male 



  

24. Profit before income tax in the retail trade industry rose by 244 per cent between 2001-

2019 (before the onset of COVID-19).15This is more than double the increase in total 

wages paid in the retail trade during the same time frame, which was only 114 per cent.16 

25. When adding all employee compensation (such as superannuation) to wages, labour 

income grew by 106 per cent since 2002. When we include Gross Operating Surplus 

(GOS) as well as GNI to measure profit, profits grew by 172 per cent over the same 

period. See table below 

26. GOS and GNI have outpaced total employee compensation 

 

Source: ABS data and McKell’s calculations 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
15 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2021), ‘Company Profits before income tax, current prices – data 
download table 9’, Business indicators. Accessed online: 
16 Australian Bureau of Statistics (2021), ‘Wages and Salaries, current prices – data download table 
17’, Business indicators. Accessed online: https://www.abs.gov.au/statistics/economy/business-
indicators/business-indicators-australia/sep-2021#data-download 
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Gross Operating Surplus (& GNI) vs Employee 
compensation

Compensation of employees GOS & GMI

We need XYXY to pay its workers more 
fairly, our labour is extremely important 
to how the business runs and you can’t 
do anything without labour. XYXY has far 
too steady a profit margin (during a 
recession) to be not paying its staff more. 

PT 18-25 year old Male 



  

Conclusion  
27. It is a hard and distressing time for many workers in the industries the SDA represents.  

28. The SDA has not seen in any recent past decades, this level of hardship amongst its 

members.  Not even the GFC caused such significant distress or despair from members.  

29. Members are low paid and the reality of facing the large increases in non-discretionary 

expenses has struck hard. All essentials have increased sharply and rapidly, forcing 

choices as to what to cut: food, rent or another essential service.  This is not simple belt 

tightening or nor cutting back on a simple treat - these are confronting realities for SDA 

members. 

30. The SDA urges that a real wage increase is provided to workers that will assist in easing 

the pressures faced everyday by these lower paid workers.  
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