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The Impact of Artificial Intelligence on the Future of Work in the UK Retail Sector

Introduction
This research explores how Artificial Intelligence (AI) adoption is transforming the future of work in the UK retail sector. The retail industry is one of the country’s largest employers and is currently experiencing rapid digital transformation through the use of technologies such as automated checkouts, predictive analytics, and intelligent supply chains. These innovations are reshaping traditional job roles, creating new forms of work, and changing the skills employees need.
Despite growing interest in automation and AI, there is limited research focusing specifically on how these technologies are affecting the UK retail workforce. Understanding these changes is important for businesses, policymakers, and educators to plan effectively for the future. The study therefore aims to assess how AI adoption is influencing employment structures, job creation, and workforce development within the UK retail sector (PwC, 2024; McKinsey Global Institute, 2021).

Research Questions and Aims
The study will address three key research questions:
· To what extent is the UK retail sector adopting AI technologies?
· How is AI adoption impacting job creation and transformation in the sector?
· What are the likely implications of current AI trends for future job creation and workforce development in the UK?
The study will focus on examining three interconnected dimensions. Firstly, it will investigate the current extent and patterns of AI adoption across the UK retail sector. Understanding where and how AI is being implemented, whether in logistics, inventory management, marketing, or customer service it will provide essential context for analysing its impact. Secondly, it will explore how AI adoption is influencing job creation and transformation, identifying both displaced and newly emerging roles, as well as the evolving skill sets required for these positions. Finally, it will evaluate how the long-term adoption of AI could influence the future of employment, particularly how technological change may alter workforce composition, employee training needs, and strategic human resource planning. 
The research aim is therefore to examine the impact of AI adoption on the future of work in the UK retail sector, with emphasis on adoption patterns, employment transformation, and the implications for future workforce strategies.
By answering these questions, the research will generate practical insights for retail business leaders, policymakers, and educators. Businesses may use the findings to inform workforce planning and digital transformation strategies, while policymakers can use them to design targeted reskilling programmes. Moreover, this research will contribute to the academic literature on technology and employment by providing UK-specific evidence on how AI adoption is reshaping the future of work — a topic that remains underexplored despite its growing policy and economic relevance (OECD, 2023; ILO, 2021; World Economic Forum, 2023). 

Preliminary Literature Review
Artificial intelligence (AI) is playing a significant role in transforming the future of work in the UK retail sector. Many studies highlight how AI is transforming retail operations, from supply chain management to customer experience (Nair, 2023). The UK retail industry is among the nation’s largest employment source in the country, it faces both opportunities and challenges as AI systems automate routine work and create demand for new digital skills (KPMG International, 2023).
Based on findings from the World Economic Forum (2023), AI adoption is expected to change around 23% of current job roles globally by 2030, with the retail sector among the most affected. This aligns with PwC (2023), which predicts that AI could boost UK GDP by up to 10% by 2035, but warns that upskilling and reskilling will be essential to reduce workforce displacement. These reports show that AI can improve productivity but also lead to significant job restructuring.
Felten, Raj and Seamans (2022) found that countries with higher investment in AI tend to experience a mix of job creation and loss, depending on how quickly industries adapt. Their research suggests that AI does not simply replace jobs but changes how tasks are performed, requiring workers to gain new technical and analytical skills. In the UK, this transformation is visible in areas such as warehouse automation, inventory management, and online customer service chatbots (Nair, 2023).
However, there are concerns about inequality and job security. Research by the Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2017) identified that workers in lower-skilled retail positions face a higher risk of automation than those in creative or management roles. This suggests that AI adoption could widen the skills gap and increase pressure on government and businesses to support training and lifelong learning initiatives.
Overall, the literature shows that while AI brings efficiency and innovation to UK retail, it also raises major challenges for employment and workforce planning. The gap that this study aims to address is the lack of research focused specifically on how AI adoption is reshaping job creation and transformation in the UK retail context. Many studies discuss global trends, but few explore how this change affects the UK labour market and what future job patterns might look like.

Research Methodology and Design
This research will adopt a qualitative secondary research design to explore how artificial intelligence (AI) is shaping the future of work in the UK retail industry. Using secondary data enables the researcher to review, compare and synthesise existing academic studies, industry reports, and official publications to identify key trends and patterns in employment transformation without the need for primary data collection (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).
The study will apply an interpretive and analytical approach to evaluate and integrate existing evidence related to AI adoption, job transformation, and workforce planning. This method is particularly effective for gaining deeper insight into complex organisational and technological issues, such as how digital innovation influences job roles and the development of new skills (Adams, Khan and Raeside, 2014).
Data will be gathered exclusively from secondary sources, such as the ones listed in the table below:

Table 1: Secondary Data Sources

	Type of Source
	Data Description
	Example

	Academic Journals
	Peer-reviewed studies providing theoretical and empirical insights into AI adoption, job transformation, and workforce skills in retail.
	Journal of Retailing and Consumer Services, Technological Forecasting and Social Change

	Industry Reports
	Professional and market reports offering current trends, statistics, and forecasts on AI’s impact on retail employment.
	PwC (2024) UK Economic Outlook: The Impact of AI on Jobs and Skills; KPMG (2023) Generative AI and the UK Labour Market

	Government Publications
	Official data and labour market analyses relevant to employment trends and automation risks in the UK retail sector.
	Office for National Statistics (ONS, 2017) The Probability of Automation in England

	International Institutional Reports
	Global analyses on technology, employment, and skills development related to AI and automation.
	OECD (2023) Employment Outlook; World Economic Forum (2023) Future of Jobs Report

	Books and Academic Texts
	Methodological and conceptual frameworks guiding research design and analysis.
	Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill (2019); Walliman (2019)



By systematically selecting and reviewing these sources, the study will produce a robust understanding of current trends in AI adoption and its workforce implications (Cooper and Schindler, 2017).

Data Analysis 
A systematic literature review (SLR) will be carried out to collect, evaluate, and synthesise existing research on the impact of artificial intelligence (AI) on work in the UK retail sector. This method ensures that sources are selected and reviewed in a structured and transparent way, helping to provide reliable and unbiased findings (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019). The review will follow clear inclusion and exclusion criteria to identify relevant studies from academic journals, industry reports, and government publications. Key information from these sources will be compared and summarised to highlight common findings, differences, and research gaps related to workforce transformation, skills development, and automation trends.
Although this study does not involve primary data collection, it will maintain strong ethical standards. All materials will be accurately cited to prevent plagiarism, and any copyrighted information will be used responsibly and within fair use guidelines. The research will also follow the ethical principles of honesty, transparency, and academic integrity (Walliman, 2019).
As with all secondary research, there are limitations. The quality and relevance of findings depend on the available literature, which may not fully capture the most recent changes in AI adoption or labour markets. However, using a systematic review approach and focusing on a wide range of current and credible sources will help reduce these limitations and ensure reliable results (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2019).    
Research Onion
The Research Onion (Saunders, Lewis and Thornhill, 2023) is a framework used to design and structure research. It has several layers, starting with research philosophy, then approach, strategy, choice of methods, time horizon, and finally data collection techniques. It helps researchers ensure that each stage of their methodology is aligned and coherent.

Picture 1: Research Onion
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My Research Choices Using the Onion:
· Philosophy: Interpretivism — aimed at exploring the effects of AI on retail work from different perspectives.
· Approach: Inductive — drawing conclusions and themes from existing data instead of testing a hypothesis.
· Strategy: Qualitative — analysing textual and descriptive secondary data.
· Choice of Methods: Archival research — using published academic papers, reports, and industry documents.
· Time Horizon: Cross-sectional — examining current AI adoption and its impact on the workforce in the UK retail sector.
· Data Collection: Relying exclusively on secondary materials, including scholarly articles, industry analyses, and official government reports.
Using the Research Onion ensures that the methodology is systematic, transparent, and aligned with the research aim of exploring AI’s impact on jobs in UK retail.

Business Relevance, Practical Implications, and Research Design
The research on AI adoption in UK retail has important implications for businesses, managers, and policymakers. AI is changing many tasks in stores, warehouses, and online platforms, affecting productivity, efficiency, and workforce planning (Manyika et al., 2023). Understanding these changes can help retail organisations make better decisions about AI investment, staff training, and job design
A major impact is workforce transformation. AI can automate routine tasks such as inventory checking, order processing, and answering customer questions. This enables employees to concentrate on more valuable tasks, including customer service and managing client relationships. (Bessen, 2022). Retailers that implement AI strategically can increase productivity while also creating new, skilled roles instead of simply reducing staff numbers.
The study also supports strategic decision-making by helping managers identify which jobs are most affected or likely to emerge as AI becomes more integrated. For example, logistics and supply chain roles may require more technical and analytical skills, while front-line staff may focus more on customer support and AI-assisted sales (Arntz, Gregory and Zierahn, 2016). This information can guide workforce training and development programmes. 
The research can also support policy development. Policymakers can use the findings to promote upskilling and reskilling programmes in the retail sector. This will help ensure that AI adoption does not lead to job losses in lower-skilled roles or increase employment inequality (Frey and Osborne, 2017).

Plan of Work and Timeline
The research project will be conducted over 12 weeks. Each stage has clear objectives and outputs to ensure the study is completed systematically and efficiently. The timeline is designed to allow sufficient time for literature review, data analysis, drafting, and finalisation.

Research Stages and Activities:

	Stage
	Activities
	
	
	Timeline (Weeks)

	1
	Finalise research topic and questions
	
	
	 Week 1

	2
	Conduct preliminary literature review
	
	
	 Week 2-3

	3
	Collect secondary data 
	
	
	 Weeks 4–6

	4
	Analyse collected data                                                                   
	
	
	 Weeks 7–8

	5
	Draft research findings 
	
	
	 Week 9-10

	6
	Draft research proposal 
	
	
	 Week 11

	7
	Finalise full research proposal.
	
	
	 Weeks 12





The activities and timeline are displayed in a Gantt Chart below:

Table 1: Gantt chart

	Stage
	Week 1
	Week 2
	Week 3
	Week 4
	Week 5
	Week 6
	Week 7
	Week 8
	Week 9
	Week 10
	Week 11
	Week 12

	Finalise Topic
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Literature Review
	
	 
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Collect Data
	
	
	
	 
	 
	 
	
	
	
	
	
	

	Analyse Data
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	 
	
	
	
	

	Draft Research Findings
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	
	

	Draft  Full proposal
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 
	

	Finalise Full Proposal
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	 
	 


 


[bookmark: _Hlk213354976]Conclusion
This research proposal has presented a structured plan to examine how artificial intelligence (AI) is transforming the future of work in the UK retail sector. By applying an interpretivist, inductive, and qualitative approach based on secondary data, the study will explore how AI adoption influences job creation, skill development, and workforce transformation.
The findings are expected to provide meaningful insights for both academic and practical audiences. Academically, the research will contribute to a deeper understanding of how technology-driven change affects employment patterns and organisational structures within the UK context. Practically, the outcomes can support retail managers in developing effective workforce strategies and inform policymakers about future skills and training priorities.
Although the study relies on existing literature, its systematic and analytical approach ensures a balanced and comprehensive review of current knowledge. Ultimately, this research aims to highlight how AI can be integrated responsibly to promote innovation, productivity, and inclusive growth in the UK retail industry.
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