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• At EU level, the retail trade accounts for more than 50% of total
employment in the distributive trades, but for less than one third of
turnover.

• Small enterprises dominate the sector, but large businesses employ much
of the workforce.

• In many countries, more than 60% of those working in the retail trade are
women.

• Productivity and labour costs are lower in retailing than in the other main
activities of distributive trades, but the operating rates are generally
higher.

• The leading retail trade activities are retail sales in supermarkets (for
turnover) and retail sales of non-food new goods (for employment).
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This publication covers the following activities, according to the NACE Rev 1 classification:
����Retail trade, except of motor vehicles and motorcycles; repair of personal and household
goods
����� Retail sale in non-specialised stores;
����� Retail sale of food, beverages and tobacco in specialised stores;
����� Retail sale of pharmaceutical and medical goods, cosmetics and toilet articles;
����� Other retail sale of new goods in specialised stores;
����� Retail sale of second-hand goods in stores;
����� Retail sale not in stores;
����� Repair of personal and household goods.
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5HWDLO�WUDGH�DV�D�SURSRUWLRQ�RI�WRWDO�GLVWULEXWLYH�WUDGHV

0RUH� WKDQ�KDOI� RI� WKRVH� HPSOR\HG
LQ� WKH� GLVWULEXWLYH� WUDGHV� ZRUN� LQ
UHWDLOLQJ

The retail trade in the EU is estimated
to have employed about 11.4 million
people in 1999 (provisional data),
accounting for more than half of total
employment in the distributive trades.

The highest share of employment
(62%) was in Ireland; most southern
European Member States also
showed values above the EU
average of 51.6% (Figure 1).

The lowest employment shares
(41.5% - 45.0%) were recorded in
Sweden and Denmark.

In a number of countries the
percentages of retail enterprises in
total distributive trades were even
higher than the retail share of
employment.

This was due mainly to the
characteristics of the retail sector
itself, which consists of a large
number of small businesses.

Ireland was again prominent, with

67% of all distributive trade
enterprises operating in retailing.

The total turnover generated in
retailing at EU level was estimated at
EUR 1 600 billion in 1999 
equivalent to only 30% of total
turnover in the distributive trades at
EU level.

The gaps between the countries
observed were not substantial: figures
ranged from 21% in Belgium to 33%
in Ireland and the United Kingdom.

(QWHUSULVH�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV
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ILUPV� ±� +LJKHVW� HQWHUSULVH� GHQVLW\
LQ�VRXWKHUQ�(XURSH

With an average size of between 2.2
and 7.8 persons employed (in Italy
and Austria respectively), retail
enterprises are generally smaller than
businesses in the other main
distributive trade activities (wholesale
and motor trade). Conversely, the
enterprise density, measured by
numbers of enterprises per 10 000
inhabitants, is generally higher in
retailing.

Figure 2 shows that enterprise density
tends to decline as average
enterprise size increases.

In southern European Member
States, the retail sector is clearly more
fragmented than in the other countries
observed.

Spain, Italy and Portugal have a high
density of very small firms (each
employing not more than 3 persons
on average). Spain stands out with
more than 140 retail businesses for
every 10 000 inhabitants. Austria has
the largest enterprises and the lowest
density, at 43 per 10 000 inhabitants.

The breakdown of enterprises by size
class (Figure 3)�DOVR�confirms that the
retail trade sector is dominated by
very small businesses (with IHZHU
WKDQ�ILYH�SHUVRQV�HPSOR\HG).

This size class covers 73% of retail
businesses in Ireland (the lowest
percentage amongst the countries
providing data) and as many as 94%
in Italy.

The percentage of larger enterprises
(with 20 or more persons employed)
is very small in all countries providing
data.
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(PSOR\PHQW�FKDUDFWHULVWLFV

/DUJH� HQWHUSULVHV� WHQG� WR� HPSOR\
PRUH� WKDQ� KDOI� RI� WKH� UHWDLO
ZRUNIRUFH

Despite their relative rarity in the
retail trade, large enterprises (>20
persons employed) provide a
substantial proportion of jobs in
retailing (Figure 4). Of the countries
providing data, Italy is a clear
exception to this rule, with only 14%
of the retail workforce employed by
large firms.

)HPDOH�� SDUW� WLPH� DQG� VHOI�
HPSOR\PHQW�LQ�UHWDLOLQJ

Table 1, showing Labour Force
Survey (LFS) data, reveals that more
than a quarter of the retailing
workforce in the EU works self-
employed.

In most countries, self-employment is
more common in retailing than in
than in the distributive trades as a
whole. This reflects the high
percentage of small retail businesses
that are run by the proprietor herself
or himself, without employees.
Southern European Member States
show particularly high self-
employment figures in retailing.

In many countries women account
for over 60% of the retail workforce;
in all countries women account for
higher percentages of the retail
workforce than of the distributive
trade workforce as a whole.

Italy (45.6%) and Greece (46.7%)
are the only countries where less
than half of those working in retailing
are women.

In all countries observed, higher
percentages of  workers in  retailing
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work part-time than in distributive trades as a whole. The lowest percentages
are found in the Southern European Member States, and the highest in the
Netherlands (59.3%) and the United Kingdom (48.8%).

3HUIRUPDQFH

3URGXFWLYLW\� LQ� UHWDLOLQJ� ORZHU
WKDQ�LQ�WRWDO�GLVWULEXWLYH�WUDGHV

In all countries providing data,
turnover per person employed and
apparent labour productivity (value
added per person employed) in the
retail trade are lower than the
averages for total distributive trades.

This is mainly because the retail
trade is more labour-intensive (and
less capital-intensive) and has a
lower level of process automation
than the motor and wholesale
trades.
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Across Europe there are some
disparities, however. Sweden
records the highest turnover value
in the retail trade (Figure 5), at
EUR 218 000 per person employed
in 1999, followed by
Finland (EUR 191 000) and
France (185 000), while Spain,
Portugal and the Netherlands show
values below EUR/ECU 100 000
per person employed.

Apparent labour productivity (value
added per person employed –
Figure 6) ranges from ECU 11 400
per person employed in Portugal
(1998 data) to EUR 32 300 in France
(1999). These values are in general
below those of the motor and
wholesale trades.

Personnel costs are also lower in
retailing than in the distributive trades
as a whole, however, as Figure 7
shows (unit labour costs = personnel
cost per employee).

This can be explained partly by the
fact that salaries in retailing are lower
than in other distributive trade
activities, because fewer skills are
generally required of people working
in retailing. There also appears to be
a data-interpretation factor: small
businesses run by the proprietor
herself/himself (or by unpaid family
members) are very common in
retailing, but the proprietor’s income is
not counted as part of personnel
costs (which take into account only
employee costs).

Countries with low productivity
generally record low labour costs.
This applies to Portugal (ECU 8 800
per employee in 1998) and Spain
(ECU 10 000 in 1997). The
Netherlands also record relatively low
labour costs, but here the figures are
affected by the high level of part-time
employment and the resulting lower
average salary.

Unlike productivity and labour costs,
operating rates (share of operating
result in turnover) are higher in the
retail trade than in total distributive
trades in all countries providing
data.

The values range from less than 5%
in Sweden and Norway to 9.9% in
Italy and 11.2% Spain (Figure 8).

However, these figures should be
interpreted cautiously, as the
operating result in retailing can be
inflated, because it includes the
proprietor’s income of self-employed
businesses, which account for an
important part of the retail trade.
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7KH�YDULRXV�UHWDLO�WUDGH�DFWLYLWLHV
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Figure 9 gives an overall picture of
activities in retailing (NACE groups)
in the EEA (calculated average).

There are two activities that clearly
dominate employment and turnover
in retail trade:

’Retail sale in non-specialised
stores’ (NACE Rev.1 52.1),
consisting mainly of sales in
supermarkets, and ’other retail sale
of new goods in specialised stores’
(NACE Rev.1 52.4), which
comprises stores selling various
categories of non-food goods.
These two together account for 75%
of employment and 81% of turnover.

Nearly half of all businesses in the
retail trade are specialised stores
selling new goods, and only 11%

are non-specialised stores (NACE
 Rev.1 52.1).

’Retail sale of food, beverages and
tobacco in specialised stores’
(NACE Rev.1 52.2) comprises many
small stores with relatively few
people employed. On the average
(calculated) these account for 19%
of enterprises, 10% of employment
and 7% for turnover in the retail
trade.

Only 5% of retailers (calculated
average) are engaged in ’retail sale
of pharmaceutical and medical
goods, cosmetic and toilet articles’
(NACE Rev.1 52.3); employment
and turnover in this branch each
stand at 7%.

’Retail sale not in stores’

(NACE Rev.1 52.6: mail-order
houses, stands and markets, etc.)
accounts for an appreciable
percentage of retailers (11%), but
the figures for employment and
turnover are only 5% and 4%
respectively.

The two remaining activities, ’retail
sale of second-hand goods in
stores’ (NACE Rev.1 52.5) and
’repair of personal and household
goods’ (NACE Rev.1 52.7) show
very low figures for all three
variables.

Table 2 and Table 3 provide an
overview of the main variables and
performance indicators in the retail
trade at NACE group level for the
countries in the EEA providing data.
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'DWDEDVH

This issue of 6WDWLVWLFV� LQ�)RFXV (SiF)
is based on structural business
statistics collected under the terms of
Council Regulation (EC, EURATOM)
No 58/97 of 20 December 1996. The
reference data are stored in
Eurostat’s reference database 1HZ
&URQRV (Theme 4 - domain SBS –
collection enterpr: annual enterprise
statistics – dft file HQWHU�DQG�SUHOLP��

7KH� ILJXUHV� SUHVHQWHG� UHIOHFW� WKH
VLWXDWLRQ� RI� WKH� GDWDEDVH� DV� RI� �
6HSWHPEHU� ������ ����� GDWD� DUH
SURYLVLRQDO� H[FHSW� IRU� %HOJLXP�
)UDQFH��$XVWULD�DQG�)LQODQG�

It also presents data on employment
taken from the LFS (Labour Force
Survey). These data are collected in
accordance with Council Regulation
No 577/98, adopted in 1998, which
replaced the previous Regulation in
order to take account of new
statistical requirements. The
methodological basis and the
contents of this new series of surveys
are described in the publication
/DERXU� )RUFH� 6XUYH\� �� 0HWKRGV� DQG
'HILQLWLRQV - 1998 edition.

Data on population used to calculate
ratios are taken from Eurostat's
aux_ind database.

1R� GDWD� DUH� DYDLODEOH� IRU� WKRVH
FRXQWULHV�RU�(8�DJJUHJDWHV�WKDW�DUH
QRW�VKRZQ�LQ�WKH�JUDSKV�RU�WDEOHV�

6WDWLVWLFDO�FODVVLILFDWLRQ

The data were collected mainly on the
basis of the Statistical Classification of
Economic Activities in the European
Community (NACE Rev.1). This SiF
deals with NACE 'LYLVLRQ� �� (Retail
trade, except of motor vehicles and
motorcycles; repair of personal and
household goods) groups:

����� Retail sale in non-specialised
stores;

����� Retail sale of food, beverages
and tobacco in specialised stores;

����� Retail sale of pharmaceutical
and medical goods, cosmetics and

toilet articles;

����� Other retail sale of new goods in
specialised stores;

����� Retail sale of second-hand
goods in stores;

����� Retail sale not in stores;

����� Repair of personal and
household goods.

9DULDEOHV

1XPEHU�RI�HQWHUSULVHV

A count of the number of enterprises
registered to the population
concerned in the business register,
corrected for errors, particularly frame
errors. Dormant units are excluded.

1XPEHU�RI�SHUVRQV�HPSOR\HG

The total number of persons who
work in the observation unit
(employees receiving remuneration,
working proprietors and unpaid family
workers) as well as outside working
persons who belong to the unit and
are paid by it. It includes all persons
who are on the payroll of the
enterprise, whether they are
temporarily absent (excluding long-
term absences), part-time, seasonal
or home workers, apprentices etc.
The number of persons employed
excludes manpower supplied to the
unit by other enterprises and persons
carrying out repair and maintenance
work in the enquiry unit on behalf of
other enterprises.

7XUQRYHU

Turnover comprises the totals
invoiced by the observation unit
during the reference period, which
corresponds to market sales of goods
or services supplied to third parties. It
includes all duties and taxes on the
goods and services invoiced by the
unit, with the exception of the VAT
invoiced by the unit vis-à-vis its
customers and other similar
deductible taxes directly linked to
turnover.

9DOXH�DGGHG�DW�IDFWRU�FRVW

Value added at factor cost is the

gross income from operating activities
after adjusting for operating subsidies
and indirect taxes.

3HUVRQQHO�FRVWV

Personnel costs are defined as the
total remuneration, in cash or in kind,
payable by an employer to an
employee in return for work done by
the latter during the reference period.
Personnel costs also include taxes
and employees' social-security
contributions retained by the unit as
well as employers' compulsory and
voluntary social contributions.

*URVV�RSHUDWLQJ�VXUSOXV

Gross operating surplus is the surplus
generated by operating activities after
the labour factor input has been
recompensed. It can be calculated
from the value added at factor cost
less the personnel costs. It is the
balance available to the unit which
allows it to recompense the providers
of own funds and debt, to pay taxes
and eventually to finance all or a part
of its investment.

The above SBS variables are laid
down in Commission Regulation (EC)
No 2700/98 of 17 December 1998.

$SSDUHQW�ODERXU�SURGXFWLYLW\

Apparent labour productivity is
defined as value added per person
employed.

8QLW�ODERXU�FRVW

Unit labour cost is defined as
personnel costs per employee.

*URVV�RSHUDWLQJ�UDWH

Gross operating rate is defined as
gross operating surplus/ turnover.

More info on business statistics
methodology:
http://europa.eu.int/comm/eurostat/ra
mon/

RU
http://forum.europa.eu.int/Public/irc/ds
is/bmethods/info/data/new/main_en.ht
ml

The above-mentioned regulations and
statistical classification can be
downloaded under ‘legal texts’.
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