
 

 

 

20 February 2026 

Committee Secretary 

Senate Economics Committees 
Parliament House 
Canberra ACT 2600 

By email: economics.sen@aph.gov.au 
 

 

Dear Committee Secretary 

 

Submission to the Senate Inquiry into Productivity in Australia 

 

Given the significant work undertaken by the SDA and its partners on analysing productivity 
in Australia, and proposing responses to the issues faced, the SDA submits the attached 
Productivity and Retail “Under Pressure” policy brief from November 2025 which outlines that 
productivity growth must be accompanied by: 

• fair wage outcomes, 

• safe staffing, sustainable workloads, and collaborative work design, and 

• consultation on workplace change and collaborative work design. 

Without addressing psychosocial risks and job quality, productivity gains will continue to 
come at the expense of workers’ health, safety, and long-term economic participation. 

The SDA supports the submission of the ACTU. 

 

Yours faithfully, 

 

 

 

Gerard Dwyer 
National Secretary-Treasurer
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Productivity and Retail "Under Pressure"  
November 2025 

The SDA is alerting you to 

1. Retail productivity being up 26%, while real wages are down -1%, and that’s not half of it. 
A productivity debt in retail of 27% means retail workers’ average total annual earnings have dropped 
since 2007. Across all industries, if workers had received wage increases since 2000 that matched 

productivity growth, wages could be 18% higher – worth $350 per week, or $18,000 per year. 

2. Pressure on Australian retail from anti-union, anti-worker companies.  

Behaviour of international retailers like ALDI (with low tech, low staff model causing high work intensity & 

injury rates) and Amazon (with high tech, high surveillance and extremely  high work intensity with high 

staff turnover) are pushing traditional Australian retailers down a similar path (with unsuitable labour 

demand software pushing high work intensity). 

3. Unsustainable workloads, unsafe staffing, and rising psychosocial risks in retail. 

SDA members were saying: 

• “I’m missing my break again.” 
• “I don’t even have time to go to the toilet.” 
• “I’m doing the work of two people.” 
• “How am I going to get all this done by the time 

I’m finished.” 

• “I don’t know how to do this but there is no one 
around to ask.” 

• “They cut hours again but we still have the same 
work.” 

• “Customers are angry about the queue, 
especially when people cut in line.” 

So, the SDA  

• partnered with FlourishDX on a robust industry leading survey of 11,000 workers, finding that 

77% of retail workers were at high risk of harm, 72% were experiencing burnout, and 58% 

reported very low wellbeing; 

• worked with the UNSW to investigate ways to design work better; 

• developed a 5-Point Plan for Safe Staffing and Reducing Psychosocial Risks. 

Psychosocial risks at work are hurting and costing workers and our communities. 

4. Increasing intensity of customer abuse and violence. 

For over a decade, the industry campaign “No One Deserves a Serve” has asked customers, employers 
and governments to shift the narrative from the customer is always right. But now, the intensity of 

violence is increasing, including stabbings and deaths. 

What can you do? 

• Talk with the SDA officials in your community about what “Under Pressure” means in your constituency. 
• Think about how workers can win back time. This is consistent with the move to a right to disconnect, 

progress towards two-way flexibility in response to our work and care research, and the gender equality 

strategies such as increasing the minimum wage and bringing back bargaining. 

• If you’re speaking with a retailer or a fast-food company, ask them what they are doing to respond to 

their duties (e.g. job design) as well as participating in shared advocacy (e.g. for Workplace Protection 

Orders in every jurisdiction). 
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Links and more information 

Productivity research 

• The SDA commissioned research from McKell, who produced Achieving the Productivity Promise 

which found that since 2007, retail productivity rose 26%, while real wages fell 1%, representing a 

Productivity Debt of 27%. On average, retail workers now earn $400 less than in 2007, while 

industry profits grew by $22 billion, in real terms.  

• A friend of Australia’s trade union movement, Jim Stanford (Honorary Professor of Political Economy 
at the University of Sydney) reported in Productivity in the Real World that if wages had kept pace 

with productivity since 2000 in Australia, the average worker could be earning up to 18% more today 

(about $18,000 a year). 

Maintaining ongoing campaign addressing customer abuse and violence 

• The SDA continues to campaign that “No One Deserves a Serve”, including two-yearly in-depth 

surveys which show that 87% of retail workers experience verbal abuse each year, but that physical 

violence is increasing – up by about 50%.  

• The SDA is looking at further information about behaviour change and supports the recent increase 

in release of CCTV footage to news services of the experience of retail workers. Given the rising 

violence, including stabbings and deaths, our members see a significant role for security guards, ai 

enabled CCTV with suitable guardrails, and other responses.  

• These are discussed at a Retail Employee Safety Council, which is a tripartite body made up of the 

SDA, retailers, and independents. 

Starting an evidence-based campaign to address psychosocial risks 

• The SDA commissioned FlourishDX to conduct an industry wide psychosocial risk assessment, 

which was robust survey with 11,000 responses. We also did a non-member comparison. The 

findings are being provided to retailers if there is a sample size large enough, and if there isn’t they 
are being offered an industry view.  

• This work informed the Next Steps for Managing Psychosocial risks in retail by UNSW which goes 

beyond staffing in the retail environment to address policy and procedure, timing, support, and job 

design.  

• The campaign is based around a paper released in August with the Minister for Workplace Safety 

and the CEO of Safe Work Australia, Under Pressure: The Hidden Cost of Retail A 5-Point Plan for 

Safe Staffing and Reducing Psychosocial Risks. 

The plan seeks: 

1. Safe staffing levels. Match staffing to demand; ensure replacements are similarly skilled. 

2. Sustainable workloads. Set realistic expectations, factor in breaks; use tech to ease work. 

3. Support for frontline workers. Train staff, empower managers; strengthen support systems, 

respond appropriately to customer abuse. 

4. Consultation on workplace change. Engage workers early, widely and inclusively at all sites. 

5. Collaborative work design. Co-create job roles (revive decent work by workers and employers 

turning lists of tasks into meaningful jobs), including augmenting (not replace) work with AI. 

https://www.sda.au/submissions/mckell-institute-report-achieving-the-productivity-promise/
https://australiainstitute.org.au/wp-content/uploads/2025/07/P1407-Productivity-in-the-Real-World-web.pdf
https://www.sda.au/campaigns/no-one-deserves-a-serve/
https://www.sda.au/submissions/unsw-report-next-steps-for-managing-psychosocial-risks-in-retail/
https://www.sda.au/submissions/under-pressure-the-hidden-cost-of-retail/
https://www.sda.au/submissions/under-pressure-the-hidden-cost-of-retail/

