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Abstract
Contributing to scholarship on diversity and inclusion (D&I) 
and careers within UK retailing, this paper documents 
the lived experiences of minority-ethnic women working 
in retail. Given the extensive research on both the career 
obstacles faced by women in a highly feminized sector and 
the disadvantages experienced by minority-ethnic workers 
in the UK labor market more broadly, consideration of social 
identity categories beyond gender and their impact on retail-
ing careers in the existing literature is limited. Here we use 
intersectionality theory to explain how individual-level iden-
tity categories, such as gender, ethnicity and religion, inter-
sect with wider organisational practices, which disadvan-
tage the career progression of minority-ethnic women in UK 
retail. In a service-driven sector dependent upon consum-
ers, we conclude that there is a need to consider intersec-
tional identity experiences and power relations within the 
customer-employee relationship, as this disproportionately 
affects minority-ethnic women and the realization of their 
career goals in retail.
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1 | INTRODUCTION

Much literature investigating the “business case” for diversity management has highlighted the benefits of align-
ing the talents and skills of diverse employees to tangible organisational outcomes (e.g., Dickens, 1999; Lorbieki & 
Jack, 2000; Shin et al., 2012; Özbilgin & Tatli, 2011). However, within UK retailing, a sector conceptualized as highly 
feminized, both in terms of its workforce and clientele (Broadbridge, 2007, 2010; Pettinger, 2005), the more senior 
management roles continue to be largely occupied by men. The last 5  years has seen no improvement in real terms 
in the number of female retail CEOs appointed, with only eight female CEOs appointed in 2020 (24% of current 33 
seats, with 5 remaining vacant), down from 11 (23% of 47 seats) in 2019 (Lim, 2021). Minority-ethnic individuals 
remain underrepresented in the highest retailing roles in 2021, comprising 4.5% of non-executive Board level direc-
tors (MBS, 2021). Extensive research documenting the disadvantages experienced by those from ethnic minorities 
in the UK labor market conclude that most face poorer prospects than the White British majority population, termed 
“ethnic penalties” (Berthoud, 2000; Clark & Drinkwater, 2007; Heath & Cheung, 2006). More recently, many UK 
reports (e.g., BITC, 2021; CIPD, 2017; EHRC, 2019; McGregor-Smith, 2017) highlight the persistence of inequalities 
for people from minority backgrounds and continue to document the underrepresentation of these minority-ethnic 
groups in senior roles in a variety of organizations in general. This paper seeks to further advance this scholarship by 
exploring the career experiences of minority-ethnic women working in UK retailing.

In the last 3 decades, there has been considerable analysis of the career enablers and obstacles for women in 
UK retailing (e.g., Broadbridge, 1998, 2007; 2010), yet there is little research examining these experiences through 
an intersectional lens. Consideration of the interconnectedness of gender with other social identity categories, such 
as ethnicity and religion, will afford us a greater cognizance of how the identities of workers intersect with wider 
organisational practices to construct and sustain career progression inequalities in the retail sector. Such intersec-
tional analyses not only change the dominant narrative purported by the majority White population, by giving voice 
to underrepresented populations, they also create more holistic and accurate analyses, in examining how power 
relations and the intersectionality of inequalities manifest in different contexts (Bradley & Healy, 2008).

Intersectionality recognizes that socially-constructed identity categories (e.g., race, class, gender and sexual 
orientation) simultaneously interact with each another and with wider societal and power structures to construct 
experiences of oppression and privilege unique to each individual (Crenshaw, 1991). Originally conceived as the 
symbiotic relationship between gender and race (Crenshaw, 1989), intersectionality is increasingly advocated as a 
theoretical framework through which to better understand the lived experiences of minority-ethnic individuals in 
relation to their multiple disadvantaged socially-constructed identities (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). Considering this, 
we recognize the myriad and diverse terminologies when classifying ethnicity. While grouping together those who 
are most subject to racism in the UK (Opara et al., 2020), the ethnic groups “BAME” (Black, Asian and Minority-Eth-
nic) classification, has severe limitations – a central criticism being that such “essentialist” terminology homogenizes 
experience (Atewologun & Singh, 2010). Moreover, the “BAME” term is also problematic in reproducing unequal 
power relations in excluding the “White” ethnic identity, which subsequently remains privileged (Garner, 2006). 
Hence, where necessary, we use the term “minority-ethnic” in line with the technical term used in the UK Census and 
describe our participants using the term “minority-ethnic women”.

1.1 | Study aims

Our research responds to calls to give voice to the lived experiences of minority-ethnic workers in the UK (Atewo-
logun & Singh, 2010; Kenny & Briner, 2007; Tariq & Syed, 2018). In doing so, we use an intersectional lens and 
the linked notion of Acker’s inequality regimes to explore the intersectionality of inequalities for minority-eth-
nic women in terms of their career progression experiences. Moreover, although organizations are sites in which 
inequalities are generated and replicated (Acker, 2006; Winker & Degele, 2011), the systemic inequalities created 
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by the interplay between organisational practices and the intersectional identities of workers are seldom studied 
(Castro & Holvino, 2016). Our aim is to further advance the use of intersectionality in organization studies (Castro 
& Holvino, 2016; Holvino, 2010; Opara et al., 2020) in exploring the organisational practices and processes which 
reproduce career progression inequalities by empirically addressing the following research questions:

 (1)  What are the career progression experiences of minority-ethnic women working at a large UK retailer?
 (2)  How do intersectional identities influence these career progression experiences?

The structure of this paper is as follows. Our framing of intersectionality, drawing upon the notion of inequality 
regimes (Acker, 2006), is firstly explained, and is used to elucidate the career progression inequalities faced by minor-
ity-ethnic women. Thereafter, the context of the UK retail sector and the intersectional inequalities embedded in 
the nature of retail work, as well as within the organisational practices and processes, are outlined. We then discuss 
the methodology and the intersectional analytic approach adopted. The subsequent section presents our empirical 
study findings through an intersectional lens and discusses the importance of the customer-employee relationship in 
upholding inequality regimes in the retail sector.

2 | INTERSECTIONALITY AND CAREER PROGRESSION INEQUALITIES

Since its inception and roots in US Black feminist theory (Davis, 2008), scholars increasingly pay more attention to 
intersectionality, given its multi-dimensional approach to inequality (Kamenou et al., 2013; Winker & Degele, 2011). 
Intersectionality theory helps us to better understand how the social construction of categories of difference are 
interconnected with social justice, power, social context, relationality and inequality (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). 
However, an important challenge is how to define specific terms and operationalize intersectionality. Many inter-
sectional scholars (e.g., Cho et al., 2013; McCall, 2005; Winker & Degele, 2011) thus suggest various operational 
approaches as an attempt to increase its methodological rigor. Within the workplace, intersectionality theory has 
been incorporated into Acker's (2006) “inequality regimes”: the different goal-orientated organisational practices and 
processes which may produce inequalities based upon class, gender and/or race. These include establishing work 
requirements; organization of class hierarchies; recruitment; wage setting; supervision and informal interactions. 
These organisational practices add to the complexity of identifying and confronting the inequalities faced by minor-
ity-ethnic individuals in terms of both labor market entry and career progression in work; in addition to geographical 
location and their migrant status (first, second or third generation migrant) (McGregor-Smith, 2017).

Within work, intersectional inequalities exist in the career progression experiences of women across different 
ethnicities in the UK. Firstly, educated minority-ethnic women (particularly from Black African and Pakistani/Bang-
ladeshi backgrounds) are more likely to work in jobs far below their qualification level relative to their White coun-
terparts (Rafferty, 2012). Moreover, ethnicity compounded by religion, results in a discriminatory “Islamic penalty” 
(Carmichael & Woods, 2000; Lindley, 2002) and appears to be greatest for Muslim women. This may be due to a 
combination of factors: traditional family values (Tariq & Syed, 2018), direct discrimination as Islamophobia (Kamenou 
& Fearfull, 2006; Storm et al., 2017) and from wearing religious attire (Ghumman & Ryan, 2013), in addition to a lack 
of social networks and access to bridging social capital (i.e., making inter-group connections) (Heath & Martin, 2013). 
Hence, the metaphor of “glass chains” has been proposed to highlight the cultural importance of faith and family for 
British Pakistani Muslim female professionals which may hinder the attainment of their own personal career ambi-
tions (Arifeen & Gatrell, 2020).

Secondly, although minority-ethnic women are reportedly keen to progress their careers (62%, compared with 
37% of their White counterparts), 66% also believe in the importance of networking for career advancement – with 
Indian women viewing networking as highly important (72%); compared to 63% of Chinese women (BITC, 2015a). 
The prominence assigned to networking highlights an understanding that social capital is a vital element in facilitating 
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career progression (BITC, 2015a, b) and that a lack of connections to the “right people” may hinder this progression 
(McGregor-Smith, 2017): a real-life example of the consequences of inequality regimes (Acker, 2006). As such, as the 
working lives of minority-ethnic women tend to be shaped by cultural, religious, and familial expectations, and exac-
erbated by the discriminatory structures and cultures of organizations, their career experiences cannot be viewed 
in isolation (Holvino, 2010; Kamenou & Fearfull, 2006). Although the BITC (2015a) Survey Insights report detailing 
the career progression experiences of minority-ethnic women is no longer available online, more recent research 
raises intersectional concerns. For instance, in response to the statement: “In my organization, your identity or back-
ground can have an effect on the opportunities you’re given”, 31% of 332 minority-ethnic women surveyed agreed, 
compared with 19% of 298 white women (CIPD, 2017, p. 22). The next section analyses how inequality regimes 
manifest and reproduce themselves in retail.

3 | RESEARCH ON INEQUALITIES IN RETAIL WORK

Career progression inequalities for minority-ethnic women may be categorized as embedded within both internal and 
external factors: the organisational diversity climate and customer-facing issues. For instance, internally, scholarship 
on the UK retail sector has identified the prevalence of Acker's (2006) inequality regimes through a lack of female 
mentors (Broadbridge, 2007). In her review of UK retailing over 25 years, Broadbridge (2010) finds that, despite 
significant transformations, with technological advances, structural changes and the increasingly competitive nature 
of retail, career barriers for women tend to be both visible and invisible and have endured over this period. Notwith-
standing the market-orientated shift in focus onto the importance of the customer during the 1990s (Ogbonna & 
Harris, 2001); necessitating emotional work (Hochschild, 1983) and the hiring of more women managers (Broad-
bridge, 1998, 2007), male-dominated cultural norms (Broadbridge, 1998) and the long working-hours culture inher-
ent in the retail sector are still found to prevail (Broadbridge, 2002). These factors and the additional pressures of the 
“always on” culture of retailing, are believed to dissuade women with childcare commitments to apply for operational 
roles, such as store or area management (MBS, 2021, p. 32). The latest data from England and Wales shows that, in 
the period July 2020–June 2021, roughly two thirds (63%) of managers and directors employed in retail and whole-
sale are men (169,400 men and 99,700 women [37%]), and roughly two thirds (64%) of sales and retail assistants 
employed are women (278,600 men [36%] and 490,400 women) (ONS, 2021). These figures do little to negate the 
gendered claims made of the retail sector in terms of the work tasks (high degree of emotion management involved 
in customer-service work); the occupational structure (occupational gender segregation of the service sector) and 
nature of the retail environment (gendering of the products sold, e.g., clothing) (Pettinger, 2005). Indeed, research 
on inequalities in the retail sector has largely focused on gender as the central category of analysis (e.g., Chang 
et al., 2015; Nickson et al., 2005). We therefore build upon the limited retailing literature available which considers 
more than one aspect of visible demographic diversity in isolation (Foster & Resnick, 2013).

A core focus of the retailing literature is on customer-service employees, who, in their roles as the initial point 
of contact between the company and its customers (Ogbonna & Harris, 2001), are both emotional laborers (Hoch-
schild, 1983) and esthetic laborers (Warhurst & Nickson, 2007). Acknowledging the importance of these external, 
customer-facing issues, sociologists of work are increasingly delineating the role of the corporeal production of attrib-
utes linked to class and gender in the performance of esthetic labor (Nickson et al., 2012; Williams & Connell, 2010; 
Witz, et al., 2003), and are increasingly considering the impact of visible demographic identities, specifically in the 
retail service encounter (Foster & Resnick, 2013; Quach et al., 2017). These “embodied capacities and attributes” 
(Warhurst et al., 2000:4) may include voice, accent, dress style and physical appearance (Nickson et al., 2005) and are 
very prominent in the service encounter. Emphasis on the visible esthetic labor performance of their staff to embody 
a preferred “look”, may include implementing rules about their hair and make-up (Walters, 2016, 2018) or requiring 
the wearing of a certain type of uniform which helps to promote the company brand (Pettinger, 2005). The value 
placed on this “embodied” nature of esthetic labor leads to assumptions made by customers of the social identity 
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of retail employees based upon their physical appearance (Chang et al., 2015; Quach et al., 2017; Walters, 2018). 
In this regard, role theory states that certain “expectations” are assigned to roles based on social positions (Stets & 
Serpe, 2013) which may in this case link with observable demographic characteristics (e.g., gender, age, and ethnicity).

For instance, using social identity theory, Quach et al. (2017) discovered that employees who appear similar to 
customers (“mirroring”) and fit the expectations of how customers think service staff should look (“matching” from 
role theory), may yield competitive advantage for the retailer, as the physical embodiment of staff appeals to, and 
retains, customers (Nickson et al., 2012). Indeed, employers may engage in discriminatory behaviors, termed “look-
ism”, based on appearance (Walters, 2018; Warhurst et al., 2009). This is especially the case for clothing retailers, who 
continue to value and prioritize the soft skills, esthetic and emotional labor of candidates over (fashion) qualifications 
and technical skills, such as previous retail experience, work ethic and customer service skills (Nickson et al., 2012; 
Williams & Connell, 2010). This has been clearly evidenced in the marketing and recruitment “look policy” of the 
fashion brand Abercrombie & Fitch, with managers seemingly favoring staff with lighter, as opposed to darker, skin 
tones to work with customers (Walters, 2018). Such discriminatory practices, based on using employees' bodies to 
display a store's “look”, ranks and segregates employees into sales-floor or stockroom roles based on appearance, 
and reinforces beauty-based discrimination (Walters, 2016). Shaped by wider societal power structures, such prac-
tices maintain Whiteness as the beauty ideal, considers minority-ethnic workers with lighter skin tones as “exotic” 
and discriminates against workers with darker skin tones (Walters, 2018). Such deliberate “organizing processes”, in 
which certain intersecting individual identities may become particularly salient and more (un)desirable than others, 
contribute to maintaining inequality regimes (Acker, 2006, p. 451). Context is important here: we are cognizant of the 
varying salience of different intersectional identities across social contexts (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016).

However, social identity theory can work in other ways, with social identity categories strategically used for 
individual benefit. In engaging in homosocial reproduction – the tendency of recruiters to select and promote those 
who are socially similar to themselves (Kanter, 1977) – via the process of “ethnic gatekeeping”, minority-ethnic shop-
floor retail workers may overtly and covertly socially discriminate by restricting and controlling preferential access to 
job opportunities and work teams for those from similar ethnic groups (Harris & Ogbonna, 2015). In intersectional 
terms, while social identity categories may shape, and be shaped by, a given situation, in that moment and context, 
some identities may become more or less salient in an individual's self-concept (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). This gives 
further credence to the uniqueness and individuality of organisational experiences, notwithstanding any shared social 
identity categories (Opara et al., 2020).

Furthermore, customer service employees may find that emotional work (Hochschild, 1983) causes additional 
stress (Broadbridge, 2010), especially when the customer holds a far higher degree of power in the relationship 
(Korczynski, 2009). Given the increasing influence of the customer in retailing, who may be viewed as acting as a 
proxy or substitute manager for the employee (Harris & Ogbonna, 2015; Williams & Connell, 2010), sociologists 
have not significantly addressed analyses of power relations and potential alienation in this emotional labor perfor-
mance (Korczynski, 2009). Hence, we argue that the retail environment is a particularly interesting setting to examine 
intersectional inequalities, given that it is a multifaceted gendered space in which both production and consumption 
take place (Pettinger, 2005; Williams & Connell, 2010). Moreover, as retailers increasingly recognize the business 
case for diversity (Foster, 2005), it is imperative to tackle the potential stereotyping or discrimination by customers 
of the “hard” and “soft” skills of retail employees, which are culturally affiliated and signaled by their gender (Chang 
et al., 2015).

In contributing to the literature and empirical research on women's retailing career experiences, we employ 
an intersectional lens and the linked framing of Acker's inequality regimes to better understand how the experi-
ences of minority-ethnic women retail workers are distinct from their White female counterparts. We build upon 
previous intersectional studies exploring the organisational experiences of minority-ethnic women (Atewologun & 
Singh, 2010; Opara et al., 2020; Tariq & Syed, 2018; Walters, 2018), yet we also consider the intersectional inequal-
ities embedded within organisational practices and processes (Castro & Holvino, 2016; Holvino, 2010) which repli-
cate systemic inequalities in the context of the UK retail sector. In addressing our research questions, relating to the 
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intersectional identities of our minority-ethnic female participants and their retailing career experiences, we highlight 
the implications of a more holistic understanding of the intersectionality of inequalities for women from minority-eth-
nic groups in UK retail.

4 | METHODOLOGY

4.1 | Background

This research was conducted between the months of October and November in 2018. Before the 2020 Covid-19 
pandemic, despite operating in a difficult economic climate and with challenges frequently reported of the state of the 
UK retail sector by the media, trading and employment figures remained positive. Retail remains the largest industrial 
sector in Great Britain, employing at least 15.2% of the total population (Rhodes & Brien, 2018). This paper focuses 
on a large, British retail company, which provides a range of high-quality products and services, including clothing and 
food. The retailer provides staff with uniforms, to act as an extension of their brand for customer engagement, with 
distinctive types of dress assigned to different roles. We draw upon findings from a broader research project, which 
explores diversity and inclusion in the UK retail sector. The research reported here presents the findings of a focused 
study on the career progression of female minority-ethnic workers.

4.2 | The empirical study

In-depth face-to-face interviews were conducted with 26 minority-ethnic employees at different grades and loca-
tions, in varying roles and from across Great Britain. Of the 26 interviewees, 14 were male and 12 were female. 
Table 1 provides descriptions of our female research participants, which became our focus.

We were initially exploring the accounts of the 26 minority-ethnic staff, yet during data analysis, it became 
apparent that the accounts from the male and female participants focused on quite different career progression 
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Code Gender Ethnicity Religion Age Partnered Disability
Caring 
responsibilities

B 6 F Asian/British Asian (A/BA) Muslim 30 Yes N/A No

W F Black/African/Caribbean/
Black British (B/A/C/BB)

- 50s - - Yes

L 1 F Other (Indian) Hindu 40s No No No

L 8 F (A/BA) (Pakistani) Muslim 37 No N/A N/A

L 11 F B/A/C/BB - 30s No No No

L 12 F A/BA (Bangladeshi) Muslim 36 Yes No 2 children, Husband

L 15 F A/BA Agnostic 25 No No No

M 12 F A/BA Muslim 40 Yes (Married) No No

M 13 F A/BA Hindu 30s Yes No Yes (2 children)

M 14 F B/A/C/BB Christian 50s - No No

M 15 F B/A/C/BB Born again 
Christian

50s No - -

M 16 F Mixed or multiple ethnic 
groups

N/A 20s No N/A N/A

T A B L E  1   Table of participants



experiences, such that it was prudent to investigate the intersectional inequalities expressed by the minority-ethnic 
female employees. Hence, our analysis here focuses on these 12 women. All participants agreed to the interview 
being audio-recorded and understood that their confidentiality and anonymity would be guaranteed throughout 
and after the process. An advantage of the semi-structured interview design meant that the questions could be 
separated into different areas. These were informed from the ongoing literature reviews. The questions asked about 
“feelings of being included or excluded” and “feeling a valued member of the workforce”. Additional questions asked partic-
ipants to consider how their earlier responses were grounded in “being an employee from a minority-ethnic background” 
and the impact of their “ethnicity or cultural background” on their career objectives/career progression goals. In this 
regard, participants were also asked whether they had experienced “stereotypical perceptions” from colleagues or 
issues potentially “interpret[ed] as racial discrimination”. Through the insights of our intersectional framing, our goal 
was to discover the relationship between the intersectional inequalities embedded within organisational practices 
and processes.

4.3 | Data coding and analysis

Template analysis was the method chosen, whereby data is organized and analyzed according to themes, rendering 
the vast amounts of textual data into more manageable “chunks” (Crabtree & Miller, 1999). Given the richness and 
enormous quantity of information gathered via this qualitative research, the interview data was uploaded to the data 
analysis software, NVivo 10 Plus. A member of the research team (first author) inductively created a preliminary set 
of parent nodes: an initial template of general themes related to the factors thought to contribute to different career 
progression experiences for the minority-ethnic retail workers. Thereafter, the interview transcripts were carefully 
read again, and data re-analyzed by the first author using an “intersectional sensibility” (Cho et al., 2013, p. 795). 
Some themes were removed, and data coded to create a new list of themes and sub-themes, which addressed the 
impact of the intersectionality of inequalities on the career experiences of the participants. As the coding process 
progressed and the themes were increasingly cross-checked by the other research team members to ensure reliabil-
ity and validity (King, 2004), it was at this stage that the shift in focus to the experiences of minority-ethnic women 
was necessary, given the different and more complex concerns expressed. The first author then conducted a deeper 
intersectional analysis of the new list of themes and sub-themes to examine how the intersecting identities of gender, 
ethnicity, age, and religion unique to each individual produced different experiences. This helped to better under-
stand the data collected and capture the different nuances within it.

Each of the main themes derived from the transcripts spoke to the intersections of identity characteristics 
(gender, ethnicity, religion and age), with the sub-themes representing the intersectional inequalities resulting from 
those themes, (e.g., feeling included or excluded). Six main themes were identified, each housing several sub-themes. 
Each of the themes were found to be interconnected with each other, reflecting how intersectionality cuts across 
each theme. This also demonstrates how the multiplicity of identities shape the inequalities experienced by these 
minority-ethnic women. Tables 2 and 3 conveys the themes that reflect their experiences of inequality owing to their 
intersectional identities of gender, ethnicity, religion and age and how their individual identities intersect with the 
wider organisational practices that create career progression inequalities.

This interplay between individual and organisational identities leads to minority-ethnic women feeling excluded 
and unable to achieve their career goals. We now turn to the findings of this study and discuss the thematic identities, 
which were the most salient during fieldwork: the intersectionality of gender, ethnicity, and religion.

KELE Et aL. 7
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Themes Sub-themes Example quote

1 Gender Feeling included “No, I never come across that it would make a 
difference … No-one's ever come up to me and 
said, oh … because I'm a female or, even a male, 
no one's ever come up to me or anything like 
that” (B6)

Able to achieve career goals “There's more women working as customer 
assistants, but once you come to managers, 
it's probably like an even split between us, I've 
never felt held back because of it” (L15)

2 Ethnicity and its intersection 
with gender

Feeling excluded “When I think about it, when she's saying “you 
move like you're in the Caribbean” … How does 
the Caribbean move? Do you understand me? 
How do the Caribbean move? When you have 
your appraisals she brings that up again” (M15)

Career progression barriers “I was talking to my colleague, she's Indian as well, 
actually, … The second time she applied [for the 
position] they was like “well, we need to find 
out if we can employ someone like you”, and it 
was to do with her race” (L1)

3 Religion and its intersection 
with gender and 
ethnicity

Feeling excluded “So without realizing, a lack of awareness or training 
for the people who are organizing events, you 
know, if someone's observing Ramadan, fasting 
for 30 days during the summer heat, they can't 
participate in sports events because they'll 
pass out without water or anything. But it's the 
things like that, that people haven't thought 
outside the box” (L8)

Career progression barriers “My manager from Pakistan, but he didn't 
like where I'm from, my parents are from 
Bangladesh … But I had colleagues who's from 
Bangladesh and he used to make negative 
comment on the floor and even said stuff to me 
… say it in a laughing, joking way” (L12)

4 Age and its intersection with 
gender and ethnicity

Younger participants feel 
able to achieve career 
goals

“I think when you look younger people do treat you 
differently. They think you don't know what 
you're doing. But as soon as you put a number 
to your age they're a bit taken aback, because 
I'm 30 years old and people think I'm 22 … Like 
everyone in this store is shocked at my age” (B6)

Older participants feel 
unable to achieve career 
goals

“I feel that there isn't a lot of scope … There was an 
apprenticeship that came up, but again, if felt 
like, it wasn't necessarily applicable to someone 
my age, and the progression that might come 
from it. I know some people who have gone on 
that but felt like once they'd been on it, it didn't 
seem like it was going to help or assist them 
to progress any further than what they were 
already doing now, so that made me feel, again, 
well, what's the point?” (W)

T A B L E  2   Table of themes and sub-themes
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T A B L E  2  (Continued)

Themes Sub-themes Example quote

5 Disrespectful customer 
interactions

Frequent discriminatory 
comments/discriminatory 
behaviors

“Oh, you speak really good English”. Yeah, I do. I was 
born here, raised here, my parents sent me to 
good schools, so yeah I would hope so” (L1)

“Some customers, I think they were a bit like 
racist, and they complained about me and my 
colleague [to my male line manager] – they said 
they don't want to see us [at the café cashier 
desk] when they're eating, and we were actually 
moved; we were actually moved” (M14)

6 Structural obstacles or 
perceived barriers 
(physical/intangible)

Achieving potential/
Responsibility/Training

“I feel like I haven't faced any obstacles to my 
career because I might be like from a BAME 
background or whatever, but I think that's also 
because of the level that I'm at, I've only been 
with the business for a year and a half and I 
think I see potential for more stumbling blocks, 
the more senior I become” (L15)

Little communication “In the two and a half years that I've been here, 
I find that you're not necessarily notified of 
anything that might come up” (W)

Few D&I practices “There's new people that have come in at the top 
level, but middle management is still definitely 
the old timers … Middle management is hard 
to infiltrate, because they're the ones who 
influence the majority of the people's lives in 
terms of inclusion” (L8)

Themes Sub-themes Present for participant

1 Gender Feeling included B6; W; L1; L8; L11; L12; L15; 
M12; M13; M14; M15; M16

Able to achieve career goals B6; L1; L12; L15; M12

2 Ethnicity and its intersection with 
gender

Feeling excluded L1; L8; L11; M14; M15

Career progression barriers L1; M14; M15

3 Religion and its intersection with 
gender and ethnicity

Feeling excluded B6; L8

Career progression barriers L12

4 Age and its intersection with 
gender and ethnicity

Younger participants feel able to 
achieve career goals

B6; L15; M16

Older participants feel unable to 
achieve career goals

W; M13; M14

5 Disrespectful customer interactions Frequent discriminatory comments/
discriminatory behaviors

W; L1; M14; M16

6 Structural obstacles or perceived 
barriers (physical/intangible)

Achieving potential/Responsibility/
Training

W; L8; L15; M13; M14; M15

Little communication W; L8; L12; M13; M14; M15

Few D&I practices W; L1; L8; L11; L12; L15; M14; 
M15; M16

T A B L E  3   Participant-linked table of themes



5 | FINDINGS

Our findings highlight how the context of the UK retail environment at an organisational level intersects with systemic 
assumptions made at a societal level, which disproportionately affected the interviewees. The singular identity marker 
of gender does not function individually as a facet of disadvantage for our participants, yet its interconnectedness 
with ethnicity and religion result in manifold experiences of disadvantage, particularly in the service encounter. We 
now provide detailed discussions of findings around the most pertinent themes taken from Table 2.

5.1 | Intersectionality of gender and ethnicity

Almost all (9/12) of the participants interviewed were ambitious and wished to progress their careers. Generally, 
women who had recently started at the retailer were more positive about achieving their potential and felt as though 
they could, and wanted, to progress. Career progression experiences turned less positive in the pursuit of more senior 
positions, though the majority felt that gender was not the main issue. This may be due to the female-dominated 
nature of retailing and/or the fact that they were fluent in English. A lack of diversity in senior management appeared 
to be a central factor leading to feelings of exclusion. The almost non-existent minority-ethnic (female) representa-
tion at senior levels in-store, and more so at the company's head office, was very noticeable:

“It is very male-dominated and it is very white dominated in the high positions. If you go into a store, 
you know, your sales advisers are mixed ethnicity, gender whatever, age as well, but as you go up it 
becomes more male, more white” (L1).

“We were at our annual conference recently … I noticed that out of all the senior leadership of the 
business talking to us, 95% of them were White. That's the kind of thing where I'm like thinking, right, 
if I'm a person that wants to progress, I'm not really seeing anyone that I can identify with there … I'm 
not seeing any representation, I'm not seeing myself reflected there” (L15).

As such, gender was for these women not considered a hindrance to career progression solely on its own, which 
is interesting, given the under-representation of women in more senior roles in retail as a whole (Broadbridge, 2008b; 
Lim, 2021). Rather, gender became complicated when combined with other intersecting identities, which then formed 
multiple types of inequalities. Six participants felt that the challenges to progress, be accepted or receive recognition 
were greater for them compared to their White female British colleagues, supporting BITC (2015a) findings. Further-
more, they felt as though they were not asked about their career aims and ambitions as much as their White coun-
terparts. When reflecting on their ethnicity and cultural background, many participants (8/12) felt disenfranchized 
and demotivated to pursue progression and promotion due to multiple negative experiences, including inappropriate 
stereotypical comments and behaviors from senior colleagues in the workplace and negative perceptions based upon 
appearance.

“Some of the managers on the desk wasn't very nice. They had their favorites, so you got pushed out 
and you just didn't feel a part of the team. I just felt all alone, like I didn't belong or they didn't want me 
to feel belong. … There was a manager that was making them remarks [about my ethnicity], and the 
[senior manager] she knew what was going on, but she just ignored it, because they wanted me out of 
that position, yeah, it was very sad” (M15).

It appears that this participant's ethnicity rather than gender, is most salient in her work experiences, perhaps 
attributed to working in a female-dominated team. Sadly, she is made to feel excluded, an “outsider” (Atewologun & 
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Singh, 2010), with instant out-group classification, based on her skin color. This excerpt demonstrates the power of 
line managers in shaping career progression and maintaining organisational inequalities. An Indian interviewee told 
the following story, detailing the visual metaphor used by recruiters, about not getting a promotion:

“I think me not getting the [London store] position, I would say that, because I wasn't actually given 
a good reason. I think the fact that I had performed, or the store had performed particularly well … it 
was given to somebody who was white - female, but white … I can't think of any other reason why I 
didn't get the role. The feedback was “we don't see you...” almost like they didn't see me as the store 
manager, in the future” (L1).

In this excerpt, the interviewee outlines the discriminatory labor practices operating within this London store, 
describing how she does not believe that she fits in with the stereotypical view of what recruiters believe a store 
manager “should look like”, even though she was able to evidence high performance in a prior role. This may perhaps 
be due to the emphasis afforded by this store to esthetic labor (Williams & Connell, 2010): the wish that their manag-
ers reflect the customers. Indeed, our participant is aware of her own self-positioning in relation to the wider context, 
explaining that she was of Asian heritage in a “very White area”: her ethnicity became her most salient identity in this 
context.

All participants felt that their career progression may either be facilitated, or hindered, by managerial influ-
ence, consequently impacting upon available opportunities. In these two excerpts, as well as the comment below, 
in examining these experiences through an intersectional lens, we can see how wider power structures and their 
values are imbued within the retailing context, excluding those who are different and maintaining social inequalities 
(Crenshaw, 1991):

“It took me a long time to believe it and to accept it, because I just thought “does this thing really still 
go on?” and I think “wow, it does”, because you want to be blocked out from it, but it still goes on, it 
still goes on” (M15).

Here, we find that our participant's perceptions and sense of how diverse employees are treated are being 
reshaped by the power structures in the retail sector. This statement demonstrates a stark awareness of the existence 
of inequality regimes, whereby organisational outcomes and decisions produce systemic career progression inequal-
ities. These frameworks of social power also affected and marginalized those who had progressed at the retailer. For 
example, when our participants were successful in progressing their careers, they were often greeted unfavorably 
with negative “box-ticking” comments:

“I've had my [colleague] who was literally in tears not long ago just because of comments of her being 
promoted because she was black and that was the only reason” (L11).

In this context, where participants can see their colleagues harassed, belittled, and victimized, it is not surprising 
that they experience these stereotypical perceptions of their ethnicity or cultural background as detrimental to their 
career progression and ambitions. Such bigoted comments are sadly reflected in the recent BITC (2021) report.

5.2 | Intersectionality of gender, ethnicity and religion

Gender, compounded with ethnicity and religion, also negatively affected the career progression of the interviewees. 
While there were positive instances of cultural awareness, such as Halal meat made available at annual staff parties, 
many interviewees cited a lack of cultural understanding and empathy in the workplace. Consequently, employees 
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could feel excluded, and, over time, these issues could negatively affect their levels of ambition and discourage their 
applications for promotion. Participants described their employer as unaware, “not thinking outside the box” and 
therefore unable to accommodate their needs around religious observances and practices, for instance, scheduling 
team meetings at Eid or organizing sport events during Ramadan. Such cultural unfamiliarity reflects a lack of inter-
sectional sensibility (Cho et al., 2013). For example, greater flexibility in schedules, not solely for certain employees, 
could have wider benefits:

“Whether it's saying, as a business, “Ramadan, if it affects anybody, please adapt the [lunch] breaks”, 
because you'd adapt it for somebody who was pregnant, or you'd try, because they might need to eat 
at a certain time or whatever. It needs to be a blanket approach though. If anybody's got anything 
personal or cultural that needs addressing at a certain time, I think, as a business, we could probably 
do more around it” (M16).

Here, rather than the company adapting for every employee, the retailer could instate an equitable, flexible lunch 
time policy within specific time boundaries i.e. applicable and accessible to everyone, not solely due to a specific 
need. Adapting relatively inflexible organisational practices for a privileged few, while overlooking those with multiple 
intersectional characteristics (e.g., ethnicity, interwoven with religion) as is suggested by this participant, is unjust and 
contributes to sustaining systemic inequalities (Acker, 2006). This lack of cultural and religious awareness meant that 
some White colleagues were seen to be uncomfortable around those from a minority background, which bemused 
some of our interviewees, both those working as front-of-house staff and in support services:

“A lot of people just can't even relate to you. I think it's lack of awareness of other cultures and religion …  
even within my team, a lot of the lawyers, you can tell they don't interact with any BAME people 
because of their background, where they come from and who they, you know – I'm probably the only 
BAME person they know. It's a really sad state of affairs; it's a bit bizarre like, because a lot of them 
have lived in London” (L8).

While staff may have lived in multicultural cities, there is a perception that they have minimal cultural literacy, 
as they have interacted mainly within their own social and ethnic networks. This lack of intersectional sensibility and 
understanding of cultural differences led to individuals being incorrectly categorized based on one aspect of their 
identity, with ignorant comments being made by their colleagues:

“I think that most of them think that if you're black, you're a Muslim. A lot of people, they don't know 
the difference … I was looking at the uniform and then somebody came and said “are you ordering 
that?” [Hijab] And then somebody said “yes, she's black”. So, you know, they don't… I wasn't ordering 
it, because I am not a Muslim, but I was just looking” (M14).

These are particularly inconsiderate and discriminatory remarks: our participant was not wearing a hijab in store 
at the time, which clearly signals that she would not order one for her uniform. Alas, unfamiliarity with religion and 
ethnicity coincided with generalizations made based on skin color. Such comments could be reduced, should the 
retailer provide sufficient D&I training to educate their staff on appropriate behavior.

While gender and its intersection with both ethnicity and religion resulted in multiple inequalities, other identity 
categories did not appear as salient in the retail context, although participants did note them: “You've got your LGBT 
[staff] and then disability as well. It's great at entry level, we do have disabled people” (L1). Mirroring the literature (e.g., 
Broadbridge, 2007, 2010; MBS, 2021), participants noticed lesser diverse representation in more senior positions at 
the retailer. More importantly, nine participants called for the retailer to pursue policies, practices, and strategies to 
make D&I more important, for example:
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“In terms of misconduct, I think there should be stronger policies against people that say negative 
things about race and religion” (L11).

“I think we are talking about having like BAME specific mentoring, or progression development plans, 
targeting those BAME employees, and also training for those line managers in HR [best practice] as 
well in store, because a lot of the feedback I've got is just the lack of awareness” (L8).

Additional multiple identity categories, such as sexual orientation, while briefly mentioned by a few, were left 
largely unchallenged. Regarding age, three younger participants tended to be more optimistic in being able to achieve 
their potential, while others were very wary of the lack of minority-ethnic representation at higher levels and several 
senior colleagues had lost hope, as shown by this comment from an older participant:

“I just feel like there's always this clique thing at work. You feel like you're not in that thing, you feel 
like you have to fight to get something. I was very interested in climbing up the ladder, but it's just like 
gone flat now, I'm not bothered, I'm not interested anymore” (M14).

5.3 | Intersectional inequalities in the retail service encounter

So far, we have highlighted how inequality regimes existed that were based on intersectional identities and that there 
was a lack of intersectional sensibility within the organization, particularly around religion and ethnicity. However, 
the impact of these two factors was exacerbated by the way in which intersectional inequalities are embedded in the 
organisational practices and processes characteristic of the retail-specific service encounter (Castro & Holvino, 2016; 
Holvino, 2010). In terms of recognizing and accepting intersectional identities in the retail context, while five partic-
ipants said that they had never experienced any form of unequal treatment and racial discrimination at work, our 
interviewees received significant prejudice from customers. Two examples are offered below:

““Oh, you're the Store Manager? Oh…” and you know what they're thinking, because [City district] is 
a very White area, and it's the older customer as well. So you can just see… And not being able to say 
my name. My name is not difficult, it's two syllables. “Can I shorten it?” “That is a shortened version, 
madam” … “Can I call you Phillipa or Sue?” or whatever. No” (L1).

““I was making the coffee and my colleague was on the till … Some customers, I think they were a bit 
like racist, and they complained about me and my colleague … the manager was called, listened to the 
customer, they didn't come and question us what happened … they said they don't want to see us 
when they're eating, and we were moved; we were actually moved. So, it was hiding from the custom-
ers, they said they don't want to see us” (M14).

Such disparaging comments or behavior from customers highlight customer expectations about the identities 
and the social position of the employee (Chang et al., 2015; Stets & Serpe, 2013). The first excerpt demonstrates a 
lack of “matching” on the part of the customer (Quach et al., 2017) where the customer simply does not expect that 
a minority-ethic woman can be a store manager. However, given the power afforded by the store manager status, the 
first interviewee can challenge the remarks, whereas the second can do very little. Such experiences demonstrate 
how the intersection of race and gender becomes markedly salient within the retail service encounter, where the 
expectation is that the worker services the customer. The second quote is very undermining. In this instance, the 
customer is engaging in discriminatory “lookism” behaviors, based on appearance (Nickson et al., 2012; Warhurst 
et al., 2009), prejudicing workers, such as our participant, with darker skin tones (Walters, 2018). Of concern here is 
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that no procedural organisational policy appears to exist – or rather, the manager lacked the training or inclination 
to enforce the policy – which supports employees through experiences of discrimination or abuse from customers.

In summary, our findings reveal the existence of multi-layered and complex inequalities in UK retailing, a space in 
which gender does not function as an individual, isolated identity, but simultaneously interacts with ethnicity, religion 
and class, as well as wider structural inequalities, to create and shape less favorable career progression experiences 
for minority-ethnic women.

6 | DISCUSSION

Our findings highlight three key areas that impact upon the career experiences of minority-ethnic women and account 
for how intersectional identities influence their career progression experiences. The first is that despite the femi-
nized nature of retail (Pettinger, 2005), our participants faced multiple career inequalities due to their intersectional 
positioning as minority-ethnic women. Second, there is a lack of intersectional sensibility within the company and, 
particularly, an unfamiliarity with religion and ethnicity. Third, the intersectional identities identified are embedded 
in organisational practices characteristic of the retail sector customer service encounter. Hence, the contribution of 
our work is to highlight how the multiple intersectional identities of employees – gleaned through assumptions made 
based on physical appearance (Nickson et al., 2005) – interact with, and manifest in, the unique retail environment 
and may or may not conform to consumers' expectations (Stets & Serpe, 2013). We now address each of these in turn 
before examining the conceptual and practical impact of the link between these three factors.

Where authors have previously noted the existence of Acker's (2006) inequality regimes in the UK retail sector, 
they have identified these regimes in terms of working long and unsociable hours (Broadbridge, 2002), being built 
upon and valuing a traditionally masculine organisational culture (Pettinger, 2005), and the lack of female representa-
tion in senior managerial roles, as well as a lack of mentors (Broadbridge, 2007, 2008a, b). Using an intersectional lens, 
we find that due to the multiple subordinate-group identities (Healy et al., 2011; Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016), minori-
ty-ethnic women continue to face a multitude of challenges working in this sector. Power inequalities embedded in 
retail structures and in the customer-employee relationship interact with each another and with the multiple identity 
markers of ethnicity, religion, and gender for minority-ethnic women, to negatively shape their career progression 
experiences and may strengthen their self-perceptions of being the “outsider” (Atewologun & Singh, 2010).

In terms of career progression, our findings show that many of our participants (9/12) were ambitious and wished 
to progress their careers. They felt that gender as an identity marker of its own did not lead to any feelings of exclu-
sion, nor was it detrimental to their progression. This may be because of the attributes and skills of emotional and 
esthetic labor associated with feminine performativity (Pettinger, 2005), are sought after and innately embedded 
in this highly feminized retail context (Broadbridge, 2010). However, we have demonstrated that the intersection-
ality of gender and ethnicity resulted in multiple types of inequalities and impacted upon their career experiences. 
Supporting and advancing previous scholarship, but within the UK retail sector context, we found that the intersec-
tion of gender and ethnic identity categories, which function as visible indicators of affiliation with less powerful 
groups, bring with them distinct challenges (Atewologun & Singh, 2010). These findings echo other career progres-
sion accounts of minority-ethnic women in intersectional organisational studies (Atewologun & Singh, 2010; Castro 
& Holvino, 2016; Tariq & Syed, 2018; Walters, 2018).

In relation to intersectional sensibility, most interviewees (8/12) perceived that their ethnicity hindered their 
career progression due to the lack of cultural and religious awareness among fellow colleagues and managers. They 
received stereotypical comments from senior colleagues and experienced colleagues belittling their achievements. 
This absence of intersectional sensibility (Cho et al., 2013; Healy et al., 2011) had an important impact on access to 
progression and opportunities. Nine participants felt strongly that the retailer needed to implement more D&I initia-
tives and training to raise awareness of different identity groups. A lack of cultural awareness and understanding from 
colleagues and managers, aggravated by a lack of socialization with minority-ethnic groups outside of the workplace, 
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led to issues of essentialism (the generalization of separate identity categories into one collective identity) and nega-
tive perceptions made based on appearance. This could cause misinformation about diverse cultures, which, left 
unchallenged, resulted in stereotypical perceptions and racial discrimination. Furthermore, akin to work by Harris and 
Ogbonna, (2015), our study finds that managers appeared to overlook their responsibility to ensure fairness through 
employing informal discriminatory practices, such as recruiting those with the “right look” and desired esthetic labor 
(Walters, 2018; Warhurst et al., 2009; Williams & Connell, 2010) to store manager roles.

Our third point concerns organisational practices and cultures characteristic of the UK retail sector. As organiza-
tions are sites in which inequalities are generated and replicated (Acker, 2006; Winker & Degele, 2011), the extent 
to which our minority-ethnic female participants reported that they had experienced discriminatory behavior from 
customers was very high. This is surprising, given that the retail sector is described as feminized (Broadbridge, 2010), 
with a greater proportion of female esthetic laborers (Warhurst et al., 2000). Given the necessity for retail work-
ers to embody certain social and cultural capitals which espouse feminine performativity for boosting sales, espe-
cially in fashion retail (Pettinger, 2005; Walters, 2018), it could be argued that navigating the gendered retail space 
may be less challenging for female employees. However, our findings highlight how the context of the retail envi-
ronment at an organisational level intersects with systemic assumptions made at a societal level, which dispropor-
tionately impacts upon our participants. Within the inequalities entrenched in organisational processes (Castro & 
Holvino, 2016; Holvino, 2010), our minority-ethnic female participants are disproportionately affected by discrimina-
tion from customers in comparison to their White counterparts. Akin to prior scholarship, the appearance of custom-
er-service retail employees seems to intersect not solely with gender, but also with ethnicity (Castro & Holvino, 2016; 
Walters, 2018; Williams & Connell, 2010), and age (Foster & Resnick, 2013).

Furthermore, the importance placed on the “embodied” nature of esthetic labor results in customers making 
assumptions of the social identity of front-line staff based upon their physical appearance (Chang et al., 2015; Quach 
et al., 2017; Walters, 2018). Appearance is significant in retailing, as this is a space in which, in most cases, the level 
of seniority of an employee is visibly reflected by their uniforms. Customers may falsely conclude that staff are lacking 
in certain forms of social and cultural capital (Pettinger, 2005) required in their role and discriminate against them in 
word or action. In intersectional terms, the processes and systems of “capitalism, colonialism, racism, patriarchy, and 
nationalism” which (re)produce social inequalities (Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016, p. 200) have granted power to certain 
groups; namely, the White, middle class. These groups can maintain this power and have employed it against others, 
creating social hierarchies (Crenshaw, 1991). Given the “feminization” of service (Pettinger, 2005), the power dispar-
ity in this situation may be further heightened, when female employees serve male customers in the retail service 
encounter, as the gender (and possibly ethnicity) of the employee become more salient in this context. Hence, we 
propose that the power relationship between customer and employee, while causing alienation at the best of times, 
may be exacerbated between a minority-ethnic female employee and clients in higher positions of privilege (Korczyn-
ski, 2009). This supports the argument made by Healy et al. (2011, p. 484) in that “such organizational interactions are 
clearly themselves the product of the gendered, racialized and classed structures in the wider society”.

Socialization processes and human interactions over time create a pattern of expectations of roles and the indi-
viduals who tend to be performing the role (Chang et al., 2015; Stets & Serpe, 2013). As such, our findings illustrate 
that the expectations of customers tend to conform to the enduring outlook in UK retail that managers tend to be 
(White) men (Broadbridge, 2007). This mismatch demonstrates a misalignment – a lack of “matching” – of customer 
expectations of both the role itself and the individual performing the role in terms of social positioning (Nickson 
et al., 2012; Stets & Serpe, 2013) and results in a negative effect on trust and satisfaction in the relationship (Quach 
et al., 2017). Such a lack of “matching” between how customers think retail service staff should look and their real-life 
experiences points to how gendered and racialized assumptions interwoven with power relations are firmly embed-
ded within retailing.

In sum, much of the existent literature on careers in UK retail demonstrates that despite many rapid changes in 
this feminized sector over several decades, the retailing culture remains masculine, with low female representation 
at senior managerial levels (Broadbridge, 2008b, 2010; Lim, 2021). The current findings add to a growing body of 
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literature using intersectionality theory and, akin to previous work (Acker, 2006; Atewologun & Singh, 2010; Tariq & 
Syed, 2018), has investigated the intersections of gender with other social categories of difference in organizations. 
We argue that retail is an important site to investigate the intersection of gender, ethnicity and religion. Given the 
structure and masculine culture of the sector, retailing is a space within which gendered and racialized practices and 
processes are reproduced; hence, maintaining inherent inequality regimes (Acker, 2006). This unfortunate mirror-
ing of wider societal power structures has imbued the systemic inequalities resonating from organisational prac-
tices (Castro & Holvino, 2016; Holvino, 2010) in the UK retail sector, which means that minority-ethnic women, the 
“multiply burdened” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 152) tend to experience greater inequalities due to their multiple subordi-
nate-group identities (Healy et al., 2011). Employing intersectionality as a theoretical framework in this research to 
give voice to minority-ethnic retail employees directs our attention to how their career progression experiences are 
co-constructed through the symbiotic interaction of their multiple identities with wider social systems (Hill Collins & 
Bilge, 2016). The advantage of our intersectional thinking here is in appreciating that disadvantage is not “additive”: 
identities interdependently “interact” and cannot be understood in isolation (Crenshaw, 1989). Indeed, the additional 
contribution of our work is to highlight how these interactions are manifested within a distinctive organisational 
context: that of retail. As such, we build upon previous studies and argue that when certain attributes of customer 
service staff, such as physical appearance (Nickson et al., 2005), do not conform to the expectations of the consum-
ers, as stipulated in role theory (Stets & Serpe, 2013), staff can feel high levels of alienation (Hochschild, 1983), 
which disproportionately affects minority-ethnic female retail employees. This alienation, caused by multiple nega-
tive experiences during the retail service encounter, can lead to minority-ethnic women feeling unable or discouraged 
to achieve their career goals.

7 | CONCLUSION

Embracing the call to advance its methodological application (McCall, 2005) and further extend the intersectional 
footprint across organization studies (Castro & Holvino, 2016; Holvino, 2010), this research uses intersectionality as 
a theoretical lens to examine the experiences and perceptions of minority-ethnic women working in UK retail. We 
have examined the systems, structures, and power relations specific to the retail context which uphold inequalities 
for minority-ethnic female workers, and our individual-level analyses give voice to these women, underrepresented 
due to their multiple minority positions (Atewologun & Singh, 2010; Hill Collins & Bilge, 2016). We found that minor-
ity-ethnic female retail workers who are “multiply-burdened” (Crenshaw, 1989, p. 152) – whose identity comprises 
many “minority” categories – are more likely to face challenges in progressing their careers than their White coun-
terparts in the sector. This research sought to increase our knowledge of the career progression experiences of 
women from minority-ethnic groups at a leading UK retailer and illuminate the impact of intersecting identities on 
this progression. The focus of this research is timely, given that there is limited academic research giving voice to 
UK minority-ethnic workers and their attitudes to and experiences at work (Atewologun & Singh, 2010; Kenny & 
Briner, 2007; Tariq & Syed, 2018).

Conducting research with individuals with multiple subordinate identities, as opposed to one single subordinate 
identity characteristic, offers a more profound understanding of their lived experience and the inequalities faced by 
these groups. Adopting an “intersectional sensibility” through its use as a theoretical framework (Cho et al., 2013) 
has enabled a more “worldview” approach to data analysis. The multiplicity of identities of each participant – their 
whole self – is holistically valued and evaluated in the esthetic labor performance (Warhurst & Nickson, 2007; Witz 
et al., 2003) in the customer-employee relationship (Korczynski, 2009), which takes place within a gendered retail 
context (Pettinger, 2005).

While the findings presented here offer useful direction and a basis for additional research into the UK retail 
sector and intersectionality, one limitation is the relatively small sample size of the study. Small scale qualitative 
studies, however, have the advantage of enabling close insight into the lived experiences of our participants. Further 
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intersectional case studies, which give voice to disadvantaged or underrepresented workers, either within retail or 
in other sectors, would yield additional insights into how the intersectionality of inequalities manifests in different 
contexts and how power relations within different firms fundamentally contribute to the subordination of distinct 
groups (Bradley & Healy, 2008). Furthermore, we argue there is a need to focus on the power relations and inter-
sectional identities at play in this retail service encounter (Korczynski, 2009). This is important, given the centrality 
of many retailers' ethos and mission of “putting the customer at the heart” of what they do. As such, future studies 
investigating the career progression experiences of minority-ethnic women could examine the potential misalign-
ment with the traditionally feminine culture expected and experienced in the (retail) service encounter.

There are several practicalities of our analysis that could be addressed by HR practitioners. As organizations not 
only recognize the business case for diversity (Foster, 2005), but embrace inclusive practices (Özbilgin & Tatli, 2011), 
the first is that a recognition of inequality regimes at work could enable interventions aimed at challenging the in-built 
disadvantage in the workplace. These interventions would need to address structural inequalities and ensure that 
line managers are rewarded for their promotion of members of traditionally excluded and disadvantaged groups. 
Line manager accountability is important, given the significance they have on opportunities for career progression, 
as noted not just in this research but in that of others too (e.g., CIPD, 2017; Healy et al., 2011). A second stream of 
work could focus on intersectional sensibility in terms of enhancing the understanding of the general workforce of 
the experiences of different groups and a recognition, or education in this case, of how privilege works and the conse-
quences for minority-ethnic workers. Other examples could include education about different cultural groups who 
may be part of the workforce, as called for by Atewologun and Singh (2010). Furthermore, in the same way that many 
UK retail organizations and other companies have outwardly celebrated Pride as a way of demonstrating support for 
LGBT workers, similarly some celebration of the achievements of minority-ethnic workers would be a positive step. 
The recent publicity around the Black Lives Matter movement provides an added impetus for such interventions. 
Thirdly, there is an education piece to be done for customers. As UK employers sign up to the “Service with Respect” 
campaign launched in July 2020 (Institute of Customer Services, 2021), retail companies are increasingly displaying 
signs highlighting a “low tolerance policy” toward the abuse of customer service staff. By explicitly naming racism 
as a form of abuse in these policies, this highlights to minority-ethnic workers that such abuse will not be tolerated. 
While they may not necessarily be able account for the opinions and attitudes of customers, organizations can put 
policies in place to support staff when discrimination or abuse happens, such as appropriately managing both the 
abusive customer and supporting the member of staff at the time of the incident and then having a follow-up (team) 
meeting with the employee.

In conclusion, in a service-driven sector dependent upon consumers, there is a need to consider intersectional 
identity experiences and power relations within the customer-employee retail relationship, as this disproportionately 
affects minority-ethnic women and their everyday lived experiences of work. As minority-ethnic women continue to 
experience more subtle, indirect, every-day forms of discrimination in the UK retail sector (Harris & Ogbonna, 2015), 
it is important that their voices are heard, and such discrimination addressed.
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