
 
 

ACS Submission: Business Productivity Review 

 

ACS (the Association of Convenience Stores) welcomes the opportunity to respond to the 

Government’s Business Productivity Review. ACS represents over 33,500 local shops and 

petrol forecourts, including Co-op, McColls, BP and thousands of independent retailers, 

many of which trade under brands such as Spar, Nisa and Costcutter. Further information 

about ACS is available at Annex A.  

 

There are almost 50,000 convenience stores in mainland UK, providing a core grocery offer 

and expanding range of services including ATMs (58%), bill payment services (51%), 

recycling services (42%) and Post Offices (21%) in communities across the country1. The 

convenience sector is highly entrepreneurial and 74% of convenience stores are operated by 

independent retailers, 20% of whom work more than 70 hours per week2. Convenience 

retailers are dynamic and responding to changing consumer needs to shop little and often, 

making a valuable contribution to the productivity of the UK economy.    

 

We welcome that raising productivity is one of the government’s key priorities and core to 

the UK’s Industrial Strategy. Convenience retailers are working hard to improve productivity 

within their businesses by investing £856 million in their businesses over the last year, on 

items such as refrigeration (34%) and till systems (13%), to lower costs and improve 

productivity3. We have also seen retailers begin to invest in other labour-saving technology 

including electronic shelf edge labels and self-scan tills.  

 

The Business Productivity Review paper identifies that workplaces with higher levels of job 

satisfaction are more productive. Convenience retailers invest in the 370,000 people working 

in their stores, with 76% of employees rating their training as ‘very good’ or ‘fairly good’ and 

one-in-four (24%) believe they will be in a more senior position with their current employer in 

five years’ time4. However, the National Living Wage has increased employment costs 

across the sector and as a result the number of employees in the convenience sector has 

declined by 9%5.  

 

The average convenience store employs seven people and is built on a labour-intensive 

business model dependent on personal and efficient service. Despite the reduction in the 

total number people working in the sector 88% of retailers have not reported any positive 
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impacts on productivity associated with the introduction of the National Living Wage6. 51% of 

colleagues agree they are working harder in their business than last year7.  

 

There are a wide range of business support services available to retailers to help them 

enhance their business and increase their productivity. ACS, and other trade bodies, play a 

fundamental role in supporting businesses to think about how they can improve their 

productivity. In partnership with Surrey and Bucks Trading Standards, ACS provides one of 

the biggest Primary Authority Schemes in the country, helping retailers to manage regulatory 

compliance. In addition, ACS run over 40 events per year enabling retailers to learn from 

each other and share best practice – events include a Technology Showcase and range of 

national and international Study Tours.  

 

ACS would welcome discussions with the Government about how we can work in 

partnership to enhance productivity in the sector. We are committed to working directly with 

officials but can also facilitate the Government speaking directly to convenience retailers 

about improving productivity.  

 

ACS has responded to the key themes identified outlined in the Business Productivity paper 

below. 

 

THE UK’S PRODUCTIVITY CHALLENGE 

 

Is the long tail of low productivity firms being driven by weaker competition in UK 
markets? 
 

The retail grocery market is extremely competitive and convenience retailers are operating in 

a context of some of the biggest changes in the grocery market for number of years, through 

high profile mergers and acquisitions and many high street businesses going into 

administration. Merger talks between Asda and Sainsbury’s are well known and could 

potentially create a new market leader in the retail grocery market. More directly relevant to 

the convenience sector is Tesco and Booker, the UK’s biggest wholesaler and retailer, 

merging and the Co-op and Nisa Retail also merging. These mergers have been sought for 

a number of reasons, but in part are about increasing productivity by reducing operating 

costs and negotiating better terms with suppliers.  

 

Wholesale consolidation has been a key development in the past year for the grocery sector, 

changing the market structure and increasing competition while major UK grocers turn to the 

convenience sector in search of growth. For some retailers these changes could mean that 

they access better wholesale prices, if the cost savings are passed down the supply chain. 

Other retailers may be concerned about their ability to compete with retailers supplied by the 

newly merged wholesalers. These changes in the market will have great bearing on retailers’ 

views on their ability to invest in their businesses and the people that work for them, which 

could have implications for productivity in some cases.    
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UNDERSTANDING HIGH AND LOW PRODUCTIVITY BUSINESSES 

 

Would you add any further characteristics of high-productivity businesses as set out 
in paragraph 3.9? 
 

We agree with the characteristics of high-productivity businesses identified at paragraph 3.9. 

Improvements in productivity can free up funds for businesses and lead to increased retailer 

optimism and intentions to invest. The Government’s Industrial Strategy should recognise 

where policy makers can promote or deter business investment. Business investment is an 

essential factor behind productivity growth and Figure I shows convenience retailers 

invested £856 million over the last year. Figure II shows the types of investments retailers 

are making in their stores, some of which are to improve productivity such as EPOS 

systems, but other investments, recognising the difficulty of improving productivity, are made 

to drive footfall by improving the in-store experience, such as refrigeration, building 

maintenance, lighting and air conditioning. 

 

Figure I: ACS Investment Tracker – Convenience Sector Investment Levels 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

Figure II: ACS Investment Tracker – Convenience Sector Investment Types 

 
 

We believe that the Government should be doing more to remove barriers to investment for 

retailers and the business rates system is a prime example. The current business rates 

system penalises investment by increasing rates bills when a retailer expands or improve 

their store, actively deterring them from further investment. The Scottish Government has 

recently introduced a ‘Growth Accelerator’ that enables businesses to delay increases in 

business rates bills for 12 months to allow businesses to recoup their investments8. The 

Business Productivity Review should consider how to incentivise investment through the 

business rates system to deliver productivity improvements amongst convenience retailers 

and other property intensive businesses. 

 

TECHNOLOGY AND INNOVATION: ADOPTION AND DIFFUSION  

 

What are the main reasons for businesses adopting or not adopting new to firm 
technologies? 
 

Convenience retailers continue to consider how to improve productivity in the business, 

including through investments in technology. Retailers constantly review technologies that 

could increase productivity in their stores, for example installing self-service tills to reduce 

labour costs (2%), but self-service tills are usually only viable in high footfall stores in limited 

locations9. Some retailers are investing in electronic shelf-edge labels (2%)10. On both 

accounts the costs of this technology remain prohibitive for many retailers and the return on 

investment difficult to quantify. For many convenience retailers, investment in technology 

does not translate into substantial productivity savings given the size and format of their 

stores. 

 

Convenience retailers have adopted technologies where the costs of doing so have not been 

prohibitive and the technology is suitable for a small store environment. For example, 60% of 
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convenience stores use EPoS systems providing daily reports on sales and stock levels to 

improve efficiencies within the business with accounts procedures and ordering stock and 

18% use digital advertising screens to boost sales11. Retailers have also invested in 

technologies to respond to changing consumer demands by offering contactless payments 

(71%) and mobile payments (50%) in-store and hearing aid loops (10%) to benefit 

customers12.  

 

Digital access can also influence decisions to adopt or not adopt technologies. Digital access 

is needed by retailers for online banking and wholesaler services and to facilitate the in-store 

provision of card payments, ATM transactions and Post Office services. Making Tax Digital 

reforms to require digital record keeping and online tax reporting, initially for VAT from 2019, 

will further enhance the need for reliable internet connections for rural shops. 

 

THE UK MARKET FOR BUSINESS SUPPORT AND ADVICE SERVICES 

 

What are the main reasons for businesses utilising or not utilising public and private 
business support? 
 

The retail sector is highly regulated and retailers often seek business support to ensure they 

are compliant with the regulatory framework. ACS’ Voice of Local Shops survey, a quarterly 

survey of 1210 independent retailers, has collected data on how retailers seek compliance 

advice. The survey found that for those who use resources for compliance advice, symbol 

groups (33%), government websites (27%) and trade press (18%) were the most popular 

resources used13.  

 

ACS runs an Assured Advice scheme, which became an opt-out scheme from October 

2017. The scheme allows retailers to receive a consistent interpretation of regulations, 

reduce the costs of complying with regulations, and reduce the risk of a major breach of 

compliance and the costs associated with failing to comply. ACS also provides networking 

opportunities and events for retailers to learn and share best practice. We have included in 

Annex B a programme of ACS’ event throughout 2018 that support retailers consider 

regulatory developments that will impact their businesses (Responsible Retailing Forum), 

consider the changing nature of the retail market (Strategy Network and Study Tours) and 

understand the latest technological innovations (Technology Showcase).  

 

There are a range of sources of business support available and accountants, lawyers and 

banks may also be used for specific tasks. However, there is a perception that Local 

Enterprise Partnerships (LEPs), which control most funding for publicly-provided business 

support services, are overly focused on supporting high-growth, high productivity sectors 

such as STEM businesses. Currently only 5 out of 38 LEPs have retail representatives on 

their Boards. LEPs could do more to target and promote their business support services to 

retailers.  

 

For more information, please contact Steve Dowling, ACS Public Affairs Executive, via 
steve.dowling@acs.org.uk or 01252 533009. 
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Annex A 

 
 
 
 



Annex B 
 

Date Event Date Event 

13-Jan Property Group  09-Jul Club Dinner 

22-Jan Leadership Forum 07-Sep ACS Training 

01-Feb Induction 11-Sep Local Shop Report Launch 

06-Feb Focus with 12-Sep Induction 

07-Feb Launch of Welsh Shop Report 19-Sep Strategy Network 

20-Feb Technology Showcase 25-Sep Focus with 

20-Feb Hosted One2Ones 27-Sep ACS Training 

20-Feb Club Dinner 02-Oct Induction 

27-Feb Explorer Group Tour 04-Oct Forecourt Study Tour and Dinner 

12-Mar Strategy Network 09-Oct Responsible Retailing Roundtable 

20-Mar Crime Roundtable 16-Oct Heart of the Community Conference 

27-Mar Employment Group  16-Oct Parliamentary Reception  

16-Apr International Dinner 16-Oct Club Dinner 

17-Apr Summit 30-Oct Property Group  

01-May Induction 08-Nov European Study Tour 

16-May Responsible Retailing Forum 13-Nov Employment Group  

04-Jun Induction 21-Nov Security Forum & Showcase 

12-Jun Study Tour 29-Nov Induction 

12-Jun Strategy Network 06-Dec Strategy Network 

02-Jul Forecourt Dinner 12-Dec Hosted One2Ones 

03-Jul Forecourt Conference 12-Dec Club Lunch 

09-Jul Study Tour   

 


