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The 10 keys to 

understanding the 

sector  
 

 

The strong Catalan tradition in the sector and the 

introduction of new technologies applied to marketing can 

be an excellent combination to advance the sector and 

provide a competitive advantage. 
 

The sector 
Trade is amongst the activities associated with services and covers the exchange of goods or services for use, sale 
or conversion. Today it is one of the engines of the Catalan economy and covers a wide variety of marketable 
materials and products: food and beverages, textiles, footwear and accessories, pharmaceutical and health care, 
stationery, household products and interior design, technological tools, machinery, hardware, appliances, etc. 
Trade has traditionally been structured into two main activities: wholesale and retail trade. The differences between 
the two lie in the type and amount of product sold and the existence of points of sale.  

 

Areas of activity  
The traditional structure of wholesale and retail trade makes it difficult to link professional profiles required within the 
sector with each of these two variants. In this regard, the areas of activity have been structured according to the 
functions performed by professionals working in the sector. On the one hand are professionals who carry out 
commercial management tasks (actions which are necessary to manage a business), whilst on the second are those 
who manage points of sale and visual merchandising (sales strategies in a physical space or establishment). 
Thus, we have identified two major areas of activity in the wholesale and retail trade sector: commercial management 
and point of sale. 
 

Trends 
The integration of e-commerce with new marketing strategies based on new technologies (use of social media 
devices, mobile applications, programmes or social networks), the emergence of new trading formats which are more 
ephemeral or personalised that attempt to attract the attention of consumers with volatile consumption habits and 
trade associations; or the emergence of new forms of collaborative consumption and social are some of the trends 
that will shape the sector, make it more competitive and increase its level of productivity. Also offering high quality 
products and a wide range of additional services such as extended opening hours, home delivery or financing 
mechanisms are other strategies that will be implemented to encourage consumption. Also, new commercial formats 
associated with the distribution of local food become a new opportunity for trade distribution sector. These new 
formats connect with consumers by using important values such as respect for the environment, promotion of local 
economic development and healthy eating. 

 

Economic significance 
The wholesale and retail trade sector is one of the most important sectors in Spain and Catalonia from an economic 
and employment perspective. In fact, trade represents about 15% of Gross Value Added (GVA - indicator used to 
determine the weight of a sector in the economy) of existing services and 10% of Spanish economy GVA. Barcelona 
and Catalonia represents 12,3 and 10.9% of total GVA, respectively. In 2011, Barcelona city had 34.778 companies 
and 44.874 commercial stores, representing 20% of businesses and 21,9% of establishments in the city. 54.2% of 
companies and 58% of trade establishments belong to retail industry. In the same year, in Catalonia, the number of 
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companies in trade stood at 43.937 and the number of retail shops at 98.422 (1.1% less than in 2010). Commercial 
distribution consists mainly of SMEs with less than 9 employees (97,8% of commercial companies). 
 
Employment 
Barcelona had 146.676 social security affiliates (employee and freelance) in the fourth quarter of 2011; 90.873 of 
them work in the retail industry and 55.803 in wholesale. Trade covers a 15,2% of city affiliates. In Catalonia, 
according to the Workforce Survey, during the first quarter of 2012, trade occupied almost 450.000 people: 288.700 
in retail (10% of employment in Catalonia) and 161.300 in wholesale. Regarding the evolution of employment in the 
sector in Catalonia, retail trade fell by 4,2% (12.300 fewer employees) in 2011 compared to 2010, while employment 
in wholesale has remained stable. 
 
Employed person's profile in Catalonia is a woman, aged between 30 and 44 years. 
 
In Spain, trade employs 2,8 million persons (15% of all employed people): 1.8 million in retail and 1 million in 
wholesale trade. 
 

Professional profiles most in demand 
The most in-demand professional profiles require basic training in skills associated with customer service and focus, 
empathy, responsibility at work (on time performance, quality, etc.) and communication skills. A basic knowledge of 
English is essential for work in the wholesale and retail trade sector, and especially in the retail sector. The most in-
demand professionals are those who have, in addition to basic training in the sector, a positive attitude towards work 
and are motivated to work. 

 

Occupations most in demand 
The category of shop keepers and warehouse workers accounts for 43,0% of staff in the sector. It is estimated that 
77% of workers in the wholesale and retail trade sector work in retail sales. Similarly, the occupations most in 
demand are sales clerk in all segments (food, textiles, beauty and personal care, etc.), technical sales person, 
section manager, sales representative, shop window specialist, storekeeper, cashier and shelf stacker. 

 

Future prospects 
Whilst the franchise remains one of the most rapidly expanding retail formats because it allows for reduced costs 
through the contract between franchisee and franchisor, other retail formats have appeared in an attempt to position 
brands and attract consumers. Large retail chains are another format whose popularity is on the rise, as they have a 
strong competitive advantage because they can negotiate discounts with suppliers to make volume purchases, which 
translates into lower prices. 

 
In general, there continues to be a short and medium term trend in the sector towards concentration of the wholesale 
and retail offer, with fewer operators but higher turnover. It is expected that sales will focus more and more on the 
main commercial areas of cities and shopping centres with a highly varied offering, to the detriment of smaller 
businesses. However, the current economic crisis changed this trend and now sales in local shops are increasing, 
people buy more often and spend smaller amounts. 

 

Weaknesses  
The drop in sales, undertraining of people working in the sector in occupations requiring less qualified staff, opening 
hours that discourage people from seeking employment within the sector, the concentration of sales during summer 
and winter campaigns and low investment in innovation are some of the weaknesses of the sector. However the lack 
of job opportunities in all sectors make trade sector more attractive than it was before crisis. 
 

Opportunities  
The strong tradition of Catalonia in the sector, where business operators understand the product and market, and the 
incorporation of new technologies applied to marketing can be an excellent combination to advance the industry and 
gain an advantage over new competitors seeking to enter the Catalan market. Similarly, the addition of new business 
concepts (specialized stores, local products, or tailored products) is a good opportunity to improve the sector's 
competitiveness. 
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01 Introduction to the sector  

 
The wholesale and retail sector is part of the service sector and includes the economic activities of buying and selling 
(exchange) of goods or services for use, sale or conversion. The wholesale and retail sector has played one of the 
most important roles from an economic and employment standpoint in Spain and Catalonia. In fact, in general terms, 
trade accounts, approximately, 15% of of Gross Value Added (GDP) of existing services, 10% of Spanish economy 

GDP and 15% of all people employed in Spain
1
. In Catalonia and Barcelona trade is one of the activities with more 

weight in the economic structure accounting for 12,3% and 10.9% respectively of the GDP. At the end of 2011 sector 
accounted for 22,7% of social security centres contribution and 15,2% of employees in the city, and 23.5 and 17,6%, 
respectively, in Catalonia. Barcelona is committed with a quality trade, diversity and proximity that generate economic 
activity and social cohesion in neighbourhoods in the city. Barcelona is internationally recognized by trade companies 
and European consumers. 
 
Trade has traditionally been structured into two main activities: the first is the wholesale trade, which includes the sale 
without transformation of intermediate consumer goods which are subsequently resold to other merchants, 
distributors, manufacturers or service providers; for example, raw materials, supply products used in manufacturing or 
production processes, or final consumer goods. Meanwhile, retail trade includes the resale of goods or final 
consumer products for personal or household use. 
 
Thus, wholesale or bulk sales are usually carried out in large quantities and there are no points of sale; products are 
promoted through mechanisms such as fair exhibitions and communication via telephone or e-mail. In contrast, retail 
commerce is aimed at the final consumer, with sales in small quantities, points of sale and promotion of products 
through various marketing strategies (location of sales premises, store design, different methods of payment, etc.). 
 
The commercial sector, both wholesale and retail, covers a wide variety of marketable materials and products: food 
and beverages, textiles, footwear and accessories, pharmaceutical and health care products, stationery, household 
products and interior design, technological tools, machinery, hardware, appliances, etc. Similarly, the difference 
between the types of wholesale and retail products lies not only in the degree of conversion that the product 
undergoes, sales volume and type of customer that can buy them, but the type of business management and 
marketing strategies that are used. 
 
It is noteworthy that in retail you can find different types of commercial activities that can be classified by business 
type or sales strategies. 
 
The types of commercial establishments that can be found are as follows: 
  

 Specialised traditional trade with a sales counter, sales person and warehouse that offers personalised 
customer service and specialises in the marketed product. 
 

 Retail distribution, where the customer is free to move around the point of sale and choose the product 
without the intervention of a clerk. They may be specialised in one type of product or broadliners. 

 

 Category killers are establishments that, in addition to having a showroom where self-service customers 
have access to goods, provide their guests with a team that advises them on the selection and purchase of 
products. This category includes specialty shops such as bookstores or department stores. 

 
With regards to marketing strategies, the following categories are available: 
 

 Independent retailer: traditional shop that is characterised by its system of over-the-counter sales. They 
normally specialise in one specific area and operate autonomously. 
 

 Affiliated retailers: independent establishments that belong to an association of merchants in the same or 
different type of product usually operating in a nearby area. These associations implement common sales 
strategies such as offers, promoting commercial areas, etc. 
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 Large-scale retailers: large companies that act as wholesalers and retailers simultaneously, i.e. 
manufacturers or large-scale producers who also sell to end consumers. They are usually large groups or 
multinational corporations. 
 

 Franchises: establishments that are part of a chain. They sell the same or similar products in different 
locations with the same name and image. 
 

It is worth mentioning that the wholesale and retail sector is undergoing major changes with respect to marketing 
strategies, globalisation, changing consumer habits, the introduction of new information technologies and ease of 
access to information which have caused the industry to rethink its sales strategies and adapt to new times. This has 
involved defining new sales techniques, introducing and small and large-scales e-commerce, and identifying new 
needs and consumer habits, amongst other aspects that are included in the section of this report on industry trends. 
 
 

                                                                                                                                                                                   
1
 Report data from commercial distribution in Spain. In 2010. Economic Bulletin. Spanish Commercial Information (ICE). 

Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness. 
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02 Main areas of activity  

 
As mentioned in the introduction to the sector, the wholesale and retail trade has traditionally been structured into two 
main activities, wholesalers or bulk sellers and retailers. These two marketing activities include large or small scale of 
a variety of products ranging from food, fabric and fashion, household equipment and other mixed-use environments, 
leisure and culture, and other household and personal products. 
 
The big difference between the two activities (wholesale and retail) is the volume of product sold (large quantities or 
units of output, respectively), the customer (other companies or consumers) and the way the service is marketed 
(presence or absence of points of sale). Similarly, the difficulty in separating professional profiles linked to one or the 
other trade (wholesale or retail) has resulted in the industry being structured as two activities related to the type of 
tasks performed by professionals. On the one hand, professionals in the sector may be associated with business 
management duties, including all actions undertaken in the management of the business, whether wholesale or retail, 
and secondly, the management of points of sale, or visual merchandising, which includes sales strategies in a 
physical space or in a retail or virtual establishment. 
 
Two major areas of activity in the wholesale and retail trade have been identified: commercial management and point 
of sale. 
 
Commercial management 

Includes activities related to the use of purchasing and sales management tools and the management of stocks, 
which are based on accounting methods designed to assess inventories and consumer goods produced by a 
company. For example, LIFO (last in first out) and FIFO (first in first out), etc. 
 
Commercial management activities include those associated with: customer relations through market analysis and 
the design of acquisition and retention strategies, relationships with suppliers or purchasing centres through methods 
or price and payment negotiations, product and brand positioning through various marketing strategies based on new 
communication technologies, including social networks, and e-commerce. 
 
Point of Sale 

Point of sale management and visual merchandising include activities that are performed in the facility or physical 
space where purchase–sales activities take place. These activities include the supply of products, sales techniques, 
window dressing, the availability products at the sales establishment and possible marketing alternatives or extant 
marketing promotions, such as pop-up stores, departments stores or corners, outlets, brand stores and multi-brand 
stores, the creation of on-line or virtual establishments, etc. 
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03 Sector trends 

E-commerce in Spain, with 2.452,6 million incomes during the first 

quarter of 2012, has increasing presence. Phenomena such as Social 

Commerce contributes to define a new market that requires new 

marketing tools, new approaches to customer relationships and new sales 

channels. 

 
Integration of electronic commerce and online marketing strategies 

Electronic commerce, also known as e-commerce, involves the purchase and sale of products or services over the 
internet. E-commerce is consolidating as a sales channel with extensive presence in the Spanish economy; in 2011 
online sales had generated a turnover of €187.596 million. 
 
The evolution of internet sales in Spain and the rest of Europe is staggering, which is why both large and small stores 
should seek to provide new displays and purchase systems for their products based on e-commerce. This would 
consist of offering both a traditional internet purchase and selling system and a commitment to new strategies.  
 
It is noteworthy that the implementation of internet-based marketing strategies will require the right tools as well as an 
understanding of online marketing and technology. 
 
This cross-cutting relationship between marketing and technology has brought a proliferation of companies offering e-
commerce solutions ranging from the conceptualisation and development of the sales platform approach to online 
marketing strategies and/or the integration of other applications and solutions to promote customer loyalty, promote 
products or improve payment systems, etc. 
 
The new challenges associated with e-commerce involve establishing new internet differentiation strategies such as 
the following: 

 

 Online comparison systems that give real-time prices of products in a particular shop as well as at other 
establishments offering the same products. 
 

 Product reservation and subsequent at-store pickup. 
 

 Daily or hourly offers on unique or everyday products. 
 

 Dynamic real-time pricing systems based on auctions (subject to supply and demand). 
 

 Subscription sales: sales system based on paid subscriptions that entitle users to acquire a variety of 
“members-only” products on a regular basis. 

 
Wholesale and retail trade and e-commerce are facing new challenges, and overcoming them requires innovation 
and creativity to help the industry develop and become more competitive. 

 

 
ICT applications and social networks as innovative positioning tools 

New technologies and the proliferation of social networks have opened up a range of marketing opportunities in the 
sector. Such approaches may entail the development of video-based applications, the use of personal devices and 
positioning through social networks (30% of social network users do so with the intention of buying technology 
products, etc.) that show the product and brand, position it and become new marketing channels. For example, uses 
of ICT applications and networks are include the following: 

 

 Sampling: digital applications that create a customised product through the integration of individual 
components. 
 

 Advergaming: using online video game systems to publicise a product. 
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 Tryvertising: applications for smartphones which allow consumers to become familiar with products. 
 

 Virtual storefronts. 
 

 Twitter or Facebook pages to introduce products, create points of sale, inform customers about new 
promotions, recommend a product based on customer profiles, etc. 
 

 Thematic social networks to promote specific products. For example, a network of parents with school-age 
children which offers products or services such as children’s textiles, cosmetics or school tutoring. 

 
Associations to strengthen brands 
 

Trade associations are a way for wholesale and retail businesses to adapt to significant changes brought about by 
globalisation and new consumption patterns. However, there are different forms of association with or membership to 
a group which differ depending on the purpose of the sales activity of associated businesses. Other options include 
business associations, purchasing centres and co-branding: 
 

 The purchasing and services centres enable users to gain a more competitive market position and improve 
negotiations with suppliers, hence allowing customers to get discounts or lower prices through bulk 
purchasing by all members. 
 

 Business associations are comprised of small businesses located in commercial areas that provide benefits 
customers such as purchasing cards that provides advantages in affiliated businesses or offer services such 
as training for the staff of members. This membership model is also found in major shopping centres. 

 

 Co-branding entails associating two related, complementary and non-competing brands, which benefit from 
win-win relationships through the pooling of their identities or brands. 

 
The "custowners"  

It is a very recent trend in which users are no longer passive consumers and become investors (minority partners) of 
commercial companies. However, these occasional investors do not move only to get economic benefits, also look for 
emotional returns. Therefore, only the brands that are perceived as open, friendly, honest, transparent, and somehow 
"human" or committed to social and environmental values, will be able to attract "custowners". 
 
Volatility of consumption habits, target audience segmentation and competition 

In a market saturated by an over-abundance of supply and influenced by globalisation, strategies to target audience 
segmentation can make the difference between the success or failure of the marketing of a product. Segmentation 
methodologies that have traditionally been used and that are based on demographic criteria (age, sex, place of 
residence, etc.) or behavioural variables (brand-conscious individuals, savers, etc.) are valid but insufficient to 
describe modern consumer typologies, since those who shop today at one establishment may do it tomorrow at 
another, and customer loyalty has become a challenge that requires more and better marketing strategies. 
 
Similarly, identifying consumer habits and establishing segmentation strategies is not only a question of identifying 
groups of people in terms of their social, physical, economic or behaviour but also of promoting customisation and 
diagnosing the personality of the consumer in addition to their individual and social needs and desires. In this regard, 
emotional marketing is a differentiating marketing strategy designed to attract customers on an emotional level 
beyond rational logic and by focussing on individuals. To do this, it considers each person as an individual who 
functions individually, and thus stimulus generation mechanisms focus on distinction and personalisation. 
 
Some examples include techniques such as nostalgia marketing where products are presented with a vintage look, 
the customisation of products by making it possible for customers to create them to suit their own needs (e.g., having 
the possibility of creating products based on images of done products via web, or customize music albums from own 
selection of songs), offering deals of the day which are limited in duration, eco-friendly sales where customers buy 
because the product has been produced in a sustainable manner and crowd sourcing involving the use of groups of 
people as a resource to support brands and campaigns, etc. 
 
New retail formats 

Competition from new markets, the myriad types of consumers, the possibilities offered by new technologies for 
marketing and innovative marketing strategies that do not rely only on traditional loyalty techniques (customer cards, 
discounts, etc.) but that seek to draw consumers’ attention (deals of the day, frequently changing display windows, 
etc.) have brought a proliferation of new retail formats. In addition to formats considered to be traditional such as 
category killers (department stores offering a wide range of products at reasonable prices), outlets (retail 
establishments specialising in the sale of products from previous seasons) and franchises (systems of collaboration 
between two legally independent parties linked through a contract), the following have also been introduced: 
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 Pop-up stores: stores set up in the best shopping areas of a city for a limited time period and which involve 
large investments in design and advertising. Their purpose is to capture public attention, position the brand 
or launch a company’s product line. 
 

 Flagship stores: a company’s “flagship” shops are found in the best shopping centres in cities tradition with a 
retail tradition. Such stores are placed in well known areas, are notable for their architectural design and 
large in terms of space (between 1,000 and 2,000 square metres). They are a branding tool for both luxury 
brands and for companies that seek to add value to their products. 
 

 Zoom Shop stores: stores where automated vending machines dispense high value-added products or 
products from well known companies (cosmetics, electronic devices, etc.). They are usually placed in 
heavily trafficked areas such as airports, malls or within other establishments. 
 

 Shop-in-shop: stores within stores or small branches within larger establishments that make use of the fact 
that consumers are already shopping to get their attention. 
 

 Brand butlers: Brand butlers offer a service before purchasing option. That is, they have products which can 
be rented (e.g. running shoes) and offer additional services (e.g. showers for customers after they have 
used the product). Thus, rather than trying to sell a lifestyle or an identity, they offer free additional services 
tailored to the needs of customers. 

 
Stores 0 KM or local product 

The proliferation of commercial stores that distribute food and local products with clear criteria of quality and 
transparency since the beginning is a growing trend in Catalonia commercial market. This is what is known as stores 
Km 0 or short circuit, which provide food cultivate at less than 100 km away. 
 
It is a type of store that attracts consumers aware of the effects of climate change, the misuse of resources, and the 
importance of good nutrition. 
 
It's a trend with very good acceptance among the public because the consumption of local products has positive 
effects on the environment (distribution requires fewer missions CO2) and is seen as a good way to support local 
producers. 
 
A parallel trend in the trade product is 0 KM stores without intermediaries. I.e. outlets that sell food without going 
through wholesale markets. This kind of trade reduces product costs; therefore, end price is more affordable for 
consumers. 
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04 The sector in figures  

Economic data  

 

 Barcelona has 34.778 companies and 44.874 commercial establishments: 26.039 retail establishments and 
16.350 wholesale trade establishments, according to INE's Central Directory of Companies . In 2011 the 
number of companies has fallen -2,2% while the business fell 1%. 
 

  In 2011, according to data collected in the Annual Report of the retail sector in Catalonia, there were 98.422 

retail establishments in Catalonia
2
, 1,1% less than in 2010. The reduction in the number of stores is constant 

since 2009: in 2009 and 2010, the commercial establishments in Catalonia fell 0.8%. In absolute terms, 
since 2009 there has been a reduction of 1.891 business establishments in Catalonia. 

 

 • In terms of regional distribution, Barcelona encompasses a large number of commercial companies (3 of 4 
companies in the Catalan region). 10,5% of companies are trading in Girona and Tarragona, respectively, 
and 6,5% in Lleida.  

 

 The commercial distribution sector consists mainly of small companies (SMEs). Specifically, according to the 
Annual Report of the retail sector in Catalonia, 97,8% of retailers with commercial establishment in Catalonia 
have less than 9 persons employed and 65,9% are constituted, in legal form terms, as phisical person. 

 

 The trade turnover in Catalonia is estimated at €115.100 billion in 2011: €77.000 million
3
 are generated from 

wholesale and 38.000 from retail. The trade turnover in Barcelona is estimated at €33.551 million: €22.398 
million from wholesale and €11.153 from retail. These values represent, to Barcelona trade sector, a 
decrease of -1,4%, and -2,3% and -1% for retail and wholesale activities respectively. 

 

 In 2011, Catalonia has experienced an annual decline in trade sales (-6,2%), a reduction that exceeds the 
national average (-5,8%) and also the average in other regions, such as the Madrid and the Basque 
Country. 

 

 In Catalonia, the stores format (not specialized shops with sales areas bigger or equal to 2.500 m²) are who 
more accuse the sales fall (-8,6%), continuing the trend that remains constant since 2008. In contrast, 
Spain, made up of large retail chains (companies with more than 25 commercial establishments) is 
experienced a lower reduction in sales (-0,8%) compared to 2010. As for other formats, the reduction is 
more pronounced: -8,4% in small chains, and -8,4% in commercial companies with a single store. 

 

 In Catalonia, taking into account the main activities of the sector, the one that has suffered more sharply the 
sales reduction as a result of the crisis has been the home of equipment: -7,2 %. In second term, the person 
equipment sector (clothing and accessories) with a reduction of 4.1%, after the slight recovery that had in 
2010 compared to 2009. Third, food sector sales fell 2,85% between 2010-2011, more than the figure 
between 2009-2010 period, which was 0,5%. 

 

 The 24 commercial hubs in Barcelona have over 10.000 businesses
4
 employing more than 35.000 people 

and have €7.000 million of annual revenues, while representing about 7% of the GDP of the city. The 
activities are distributed as follows: food (28,6%), people equipment (29,4%), household equipment (22,7%), 

bought often products (not food) (9,3%), and leisure and culture (10,10%)
5
. 

 

 The average age of the shops of Barcelona is 18 years old and 76,7% are open from Monday to Saturday. 
 

                                                           
2 

Report prepared by the Centre for Enterprise and Employment from Enterprise and Employment Department of the 

Government of Catalonia. 
3
Trade in Barcelona. 2011. City Council of Barcelona. 

4
 Survey of the activity of Barcelona trade sector. City Council of Barcelona, 2011. 

5
 Survey of the activity of Barcelona trade sector. City Council of Barcelona, 2011. 
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 In Barcelona the shops concentred in shopping areas show signs of sluggish consumption and about 70% 
say that have reduced billing and cash receipts (data from the second half of 2012). However, despite the 
difficulties of the situation, 70,3% keep the staff. 
 

 Municipal markets, with an area of 200.000 m
2
 generate €1.000 million in economic impact, are one of the 

reference economic and social business models for city's neighbourhoods and represent the largest network 
of food markets in Europe. 

 

 Barcelona is Spain's second largest city with more shopping centers
6
 (17), and Catalonia is, after Madrid, 

the Region with more shopping centers (55 shopping malls and a commercial area of 1.356.959 m²). 
 

 According to the Municipal Omnibus December 2011, 45,6% of people living in Barcelona have purchased 
products online, which is a maximum in a monthly data series beginning in 2000, after a period of rising 
trend only stopped by the recession in 2009. In relation to products, travels are still the most product 
demanded, with more than 3 of every 10 online buyers (33,1%), while clothing and footwear stood at 23,5%, 
informatics and phones at 16,9%, books at 14,9% and tickets to culture shows at 3.4% that are other widely 
purchased products through the network. In 2011, online sales have generated a business of €40.451million 
in Catalonia and €187.596 million in Spain. 

 

 The international attractiveness commercial rankings in 2011 in relation to the preferences of international 
distribution companies -published by Jones Lang Lasalle- and to the international destinations valued by 
consumers -according to the Globe Shopper Cities Index 2011 The Economist Intelligence Unit - have 
agreed to put Barcelona in the top ten European cities with more retail attractive. 

 

 The household consumption in Catalonia, after the recovery in 2010, was weakened in 2011, closing  the 
year with a slight decrease (-0.2%). 

 

 In Spain, consumer confidence showed an improvement in the beginning of 2011, reaching the highest level 
in the last four years. However, this optimism has not been maintained, especially in the last quarter of 2011, 
when confidence has sunk to levels not seen since 2009. 

 
 
Employment data 

 

  Barcelona had 120.341 workers affiliated to Social Security the fourth quarter of 2011: 73.532 worked in the 
retail industry and 46.809 in wholesale. 82% of these workers (120.341) are employees and 18% (26.335) 
are self-employed. 
 

 The trade sector has greater weight in the occupational structure of Barcelona, representing 15.2% (which 
corresponds to 9.4% to retail and to 5,8% to wholesaler). 

 

 The evolution of affiliates to trade in Barcelona in 2011 was less favourable than in 2010, and in a context of 
sluggish domestic consumption has experienced a reduction of -2.7% compared to the previous year, 
slightly more pronounced than the whole economy  (-2,4%). The retail trade fell by 2,3% compared to 2010 
while the wholesale business continues losing affiliate -3,6%. 

 

 During the second quarter of 2012, Spain has 2,8 million people employed in the sector: 1,8 million in retail, 

and almost 1 million in wholesale
7
. 

 

 During the second quarter of 2012, the percentage of employees decreased 1,8% over the same quarter of 
2011. The reduction was higher in wholesale (- 5.7%). 
 

 According to the Active Population Survey (EPA) for the first quarter of 2012, 15,2% of employed people are 

working in trade activities in Catalonia
8
 (value representing  nearly 450.000 jobs). In retail there are 288.700 

employed (representing almost 10% of employment in Catalonia). This figure breaks with the increasing 
trend between 2009 and 2010, and employment in retail has experienced a reduction of 4,2% (12,300 less 
employees). Moreover, in terms of annual variation, employment in wholesale trade has remained fairly 
stable. 
 

                                                           
6 
Data from Spain Annual Economic report in 2012. La Caixa. 

7
 Data from Catalonia Statistical Institute (IDESCAT). 

8
 According to EPA results at sector level. 1st quarter of 2012. Observatory of  Enterprise and Employment. Department of 

Enterprise and Employment of the Catalonia Government. 
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 Since the beginning of the economic crisis (2008), in Catalonia, retail has lost 13,4% of jobs and wholesale 
trade 0,7%. It is, in both cases, a higher average loss in comparison to services industry (5,8% reduction). 
The total Catalan economy has lost 16,8% of employment. 

 

 The professional profile in retail in Catalonia is a woman, aged between 30 and 44 years and employee. The 
gender distribution in terms of people employed in retail trade is still predominantly female (according to data 
from the Active Population Survey), 65% are women (the average weight of women in the whole 
employment is 47%). The first quarter of 2012, the age group between 30 and 44 years concentrates more 
employed people (121.300), representing 42%. 

 

 The proportion of young people employee (between 16 and 29 years) is higher than the average 
employment in Catalonia (20% compared to 17%). However, the employment in that group of people 
(between 16 and 29 years) have fallen 12,7% and it’s the group with more employment reduction. The 
number of employed people between 45 and 54 years has increased from the previous year (13.4%) and it 
is the only age group where there are more people employed. 

 

 The first quarter of 2011 the category of salesman represented 43% of sector staff. This percentage was 
lower than the first quarter of the previous year (45,4%). 

 

 The first quarter of 2011, the category of "shop owners", which includes store owners and market stalls, 
represented 16% of all employed people in the sector. These professionals have been reduced its weight in 
the last year (in 2010 accounted for 19,3%). 
 
 

 

 
Sources. Latest data available: Annual Services Survey 2009; Idescat; Barcelona City Council’s Statistics Department; INE; Barcelona Commerce 
Indicators; Trade and Services Observatory of the Department of Enterprise and Employment; Study of Retail Study in Catalonia (2010) of the 
Department of Enterprise and Employment; Barcelona Chamber of Commerce; Survey of the activity of Barcelona trade sector. City Council of 
Barcelona, 2011; Trade in Barcelona. 2011. City Council of Barcelona; Data from Spain Annual Economic report in 2012. La Caixa.
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05 Professional profiles most in demand 

 
Most highly qualified professional profiles  
 
Training profile  
 

The training required of the most highly qualified professionals is an undergraduate or associate degree, generally in 
trade and distribution or business management combined with or complemented by a Master’s or graduate degree in 
management of commerce and distribution or business management accompanied or supplemented by Master’s or 
postgraduate degrees or specialist courses such as the management of trade centres or the strategic management of 
purchasing and services centres. These professionals are also required to have minimum amounts of higher-level 
training in areas of trade and marketing such as international trade, commerce and marketing or commercial 
management, in addition to others. 
 
The most highly qualified people in the sector work in positions of responsibility such as store managers or marketing 
directors of chains. However, the Catalan wholesale and retail trade sector is made up of long-standing retail 
businesses run by people who opened businesses some time ago that have expanded over the years. These 
individuals, regardless of the training they have attained throughout their lives, have plenty of experience in the 
industry, know the market and its customers, and usually have no formal higher education. This does not mean that 
formal training will be required in the future for jobs with responsibilities that require a specific qualification in their 
respective sectors. 
 
Training opportunities in the wholesale and retail trade are now extensive and varied, both in terms of formal 
education, vocational training and on-demand training (lifelong learning). 
 
Similarly, the increase in the training offer in recent years has allowed for the hiring of people who are increasingly 
capable of managing a business more efficiently and making them grow. 
 
The most qualified professional profiles should include, in addition to management and industry knowledge, other 
skills related to the smooth running of a business. For example, professionals in this sector should have an 
understanding of window dressing, customer service, sales techniques, payment systems, marketing, visual 
merchandising, customer loyalty techniques, POS interior design, etc. Knowledge of new information and 
communication technologies applicable to the sector is one of the most important requirements for positions of 
responsibility, owing to the impact they have on the success or failure of marketing a product. 
 
In addition, knowledge of languages is essential in the sector. In the wholesale trade, it is important because 
commodity exchanges with external suppliers from other countries are normally negotiated in English. In the retail 
business, one must have a command of this language to negotiate prices with suppliers in other countries or to attend 
to tourists who normally use English to communicate. 
 
With regard to knowledge of the products to be marketed, companies that require such profiles implement internal 
training programmes that cover specific technical knowledge and strategies or their own philosophy. This is because, 
depending on the sector in which the company markets its products (food, textiles, leisure and culture, etc.) it may be 
necessary to use one technique or another and obtain knowledge through both basic training and work experience. 
 
 
Skills profile  

The skills associated with the most qualified professional profiles include the ability to manage teams, organise one’s 
own time and have the analytical capacity to recognise the needs of the market and customers, their buying habits 
and the levels of quality they require of products and services. 
 

It is also essential to have a customer focus, empathy and the capacity to adapt to change, given that the wholesale 
and retail trade undergoes constant changes in terms of purchase and sales trends, product offer and marketing 
systems. 
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Examples of jobs in the Web Barcelona Treball directory  

 Shop coordinator 

 Store manager 

 Department manager 

 Fair trade expert 

 

Less qualified professional profiles  

Training profile  

Traditionally, the wholesale and retail trade sector has hired poorly trained people with low qualification profiles. Thus, 
jobs such as cashier or warehouse staff have been filled by people without specific training in the wholesale and retail 
trade, mainly young people with no intention of continuing their professional career in the sector. This situation has 
also resulted from a virtual absence of training courses in the sector. In this regard, the hiring of untrained personnel 
with low levels of qualification has diminished the prestige of customer service, a situation which the industry has 
taken steps to correct. 
 
Thus, the basic training needed to work in the sector now consists of vocational training covering customer service, 
communication skills, the prevention of occupational hazards, window dressing, etc. Value is also placed on having 
one academic year of intermediate level training in commerce and marketing. 
 
Moreover, it is commonplace to demand personnel with a basic level of English sufficient to attend to customers or to 
understand information and technical terminology applicable to the specific product being marketed by the business 
or company at which they work. Likewise, the evolution of technologies and their use within sector requires people 
who are motivated to learn how to use technological tools such as office software or browsers. 
 
Finally, it should be noted that some activities in the wholesale and retail sector require that certain courses be taken. 
For example, in food establishments a food handling course is essential. 
 

Skills profile  

The most important competencies that that individuals with less qualified professional profiles must have are those 
related to customer relations, as they are the employees who will have the most direct contact with consumers. 
Similarly, it is essential that they have commercial and communication skills, empathy and a positive attitude towards 
work. 
 
In addition, as establishments usually have more than one sales clerk or cashier, it is thus important for them to be 
able to work as a team and create a good working environment. Finally, it is important that these people are capable 
of adapting to changes in the industry with a certain degree of ease. 
 
In short, companies in the wholesale and retail trade are looking for people who ask questions, make suggestions, 
watch and listen. Moreover, they must be energetic, “seduce” customers, take the initiative, be able to close the sale 
and offer solutions. 
 
 

Examples of jobs in the web Barcelona Treball directory  

 Sales clerk 

 Technical salesperson  

 Cashier 

 Shelf stacker 

http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/C/fitxa5289/shop-coordinator.do
http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/R/fitxa5291/food-shop-manager.do
http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/C/fitxa5287/section-manager.do
http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/E/fitxa4604/fair-trade-expert.do
http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/D/fitxa4616/bakery-assistant---special-products.do
http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/V/fitxa5309/technical-optical-salesperson.do
http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/C/fitxa5293/cashier.do
http://w27.bcn.cat/porta22/en/fitxes/R/fitxa5305/shelf-stacker.do
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06 Future scenarios  

Weaknesses  

 

 The trend in household consumption has experienced a contraction during the last quarter of 2011 and 
early 2012. 

 The factors that contribute to weaken the domestic demand are mainly: the negative evolution of the 
labor market, the loss of consumer confidence, the rising taxes and the increased fees and public 
prices. 

 Price strategies have increased because of the emergence of e-commerce, and the "category killers" 
are important due to the adjustments which have to face more and more families and citizens. 
Consumers look for offers and use more loyalty cards and coupons. This situation implies that the profit 
margins of commercial business is increasingly tight. 

 Despite existing regulations regarding shop opening times, they are still unattractive to many people 
because Saturdays and some holidays are often working days. However, the industry trend seems to be 
directed towards the rationalisation of schedules, making it possible for workers to have continuous 
work schedules, i.e. organising morning and/or afternoon shifts. However, the possible liberalization of 
trading hours (there is currently an open debate on this  matter) can develop retail or local trade even 
more precarious, because is difficult to maintain a certain level of sales in a business environment 
increasingly competitive.  

 The closure of the main lines of credit, due to the financial crisis, hinders new investments in the sector 
and viability of business with high level of investment or debt. 

 The importance of seasonal sales within the sector encourages temporary employment. For example, 
the Christmas season accounts for up to 20% of total annual sales for more than half of merchants 
(53,7%). Typically, the additional staff consists of young, school-age people who join the workforce 
during school holiday times. Within this group, the rotation rate is high and staff experience is low, a 
factor which often has a negative effect on the quality of services offered. 

 The sector has a weak bargaining position and little room to manoeuvre with respect to suppliers in view 
of the high proportion of cash payments that sellers must make. This weakness is also found amongst 
financial providers, which makes accessing funding sources difficult. This, in turn, slows expansion or 
innovation actions that could improve the productivity of the sector. 

 Wholesale and retail trade has been characterised as a very non-innovative sector with low productivity. 
In fact, if one compares Spain to neighbouring countries, employment growth is at similar levels but 
productivity is far below the average, whilst unit labour costs are above average. Innovation and 
creativity are key to improving productivity. Innovation capacity within the sector is well below the 
European average. Only 20% of trading companies have shown interest in carrying out R&D, and only 
2% have partnered with other companies to implement innovative projects. 

 

 Threats  
 

 The current financial, property and consumption crisis has had a negative impact on the wholesale and 
retail trade. That is because the resulting financial instability, lack of liquidity and general confidence 
and lower disposable incomes all contribute to a decline in sales. 

 The growing presence of e-commerce in Spain increases competitiveness in retail sector which can 
have a negative impact on the evolution of the traditional urban trade sales. 

 The decline in disposable income also brings about changes in consumer habits that lead to increased 
spending on basic necessities such as food or shelter and less on more “expendable” items such as 
leisure, culture, clothing or home furnishings. This situation has also led to a change in consumption 
habits. Seasonal sales campaigns are increasingly important at the expense of the rest of the year, 
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which has had a direct impact on the gross margins of wholesale and retail businesses. 

 The trend towards concentration of population around the main urban centres makes for a highly 
concentrated wholesale and retail offer. This fact affects the viability of local businesses in towns further 
away from major metropolitan areas and rural areas. Not all existing wholesale and retail formats have 
the same common interests, especially with regards to opening hours. The possibility of having stores 
which are always open would be a great achievement for shopping centres, while it could eventually 
lead to the closure of many small businesses. 

 According to industry studies, 53% of consumers prioritise price over other product aspects. Today’s 
consumers also highly value the quality of products and services. This means that if the Catalan 
wholesale and retail trade sector is not able to offer quality products at good prices it will no longer be 
competitive and other operators will take its place. In this regard, imports of Asian products, which are 
often priced above their level of quality, have been growing exponentially since the mid 1990s and are a 
major threat to the Catalan wholesale and retail trade sector, which must adapt to this scenario. 

 One of the main obstacles to elevating the level of training in the wholesale and retail trade sector is the 
belief that no training is required to work in the sector. This is especially true in retail trade, since such 
jobs require less qualification. 

 

Strengths  
  

 The trade sector, particularly retail, has a strong tradition in Catalonia and is sufficiently established, 
consolidated and has a high degree of maturity. The sector’s business operators know the market well, 
manage it in a relatively efficient way and seek to adapt to changes at all times. 

 Beyond the crisis, it is a sector that has traditionally had a low level of innovation. Now there have been 
opening new shops with innovative formats and with a great capacity to adapt to new needs and 
consumer demands  (pop up stores, ultra-specialized stores, vintage stores, etc.). 

 Traditional retail businesses are generating more employment and have significant competitive 
advantages over new operators. Location, social inclusion, urban structuring or personalised customer 
service place traditional trade in a strong position with respect to new formats. 

 Trade sector is a backbone of society and country, helping to maintain a higher level of social cohesion 
and integration, as well as safer urban areas, entertaining and vital. 

 Preferred business locations and those which offer greater opportunities for success are a barrier to 
entry for outside companies. Much of the main shopping space in towns (prime locations, 
neighbourhoods and shopping centres) is occupied by shops which are considerably successful in their 
sectors and who will not easily give up their privileged position. In this regard, there is little space 
available in these locations, and premises remain vacant due to their very high cost per square metre. 
This often means that new companies that want to set up in these locations must forego prime locations 
and place their establishments outside the main areas, i.e. in the second tier. 

 The associationist tradition in Catalonia has allowed for the establishment of partnerships between 
wholesale and retail traders. These agreements take the form of shared loyalty programmes or 
exchanges of stock, in addition to other benefits. In addition, the field of new technologies offers 
enormous possibilities for professionals who can coordinate their common interests and goals. Thus, 
the exploitation of synergies between different establishments and the support of sectoral and regional 
networks allow business operators to optimise the profitability of their assets and more effectively 
pursue their main objective of growing sales. A good example is the proliferation of associations and 
purchasing networks, where the number of wholesale and retail traders is on the rise. 

  

Opportunities  
 

 The implementation of technological advances (point of sale terminals, inventory management 
programmes, store management programmes, mailings for information on special sales campaigns, 
etc.). Improving business management and increasing sales is a cornerstone of the survival and 
expansion of the sector. 

 Internet has grown exponentially as a sales channel for retail trade since 2000. Online retail sales in 
Spain will have an estimated value of €9.4 million in 2011, representing a 19,3% increase over 2010 
and has more presence in Spain’s economy. Therefore, wholesale and retail business operators must 
be able to channel and make use of this new form of marketing. Similarly, e-commerce reduces the cost 
of sales, and in some cases even allows for a lower level of stocks than that of a traditional business, 
which increases the competitiveness of traders. 



 
 

   Year 2013 /Pag .17 

 

 The growing awareness in society of respect for the environment and sustainability of the planet creates 
new market niches, both in terms of products and services. The ecological criteria are present in the first 
tier and greentailing has become a marketing opportunity. Developing a social responsibility policy may 
become a business opportunity. 

 Values related to the proximity and trust are experiencing a resurgence in our society, which trade has 
always advocated and used. 

 The establishment of local product or Km 0 is a great opportunity for food companies in Catalonia. 

 There is a clear trend towards new forms of payment for products and services based on mobile 
technologies, as has been demonstrated in other countries such as Japan. Payment via mobile phone 
may be offered in the medium term and provide a competitive advantage for business operators. 

 Increasing the productivity of the wholesale and retail trade is a question of increasing the value of its 
offer and/or reducing its operating expenses. In the wholesale and retail trade, a substantial portion of 
this cost is attributed to logistics management and hence it is very important to reduce this cost. New 
trends such as decreasing the level of stocks to a minimum or implementing real-time provisioning 
systems are options that may help to optimise logistics costs. Radio-frequency identification (RFID) tags 
can improve inventory management. 

 The quality of service in Catalonia is one of the most highly rated in Spain. Traders have the know-how 
that allows them to be leaders in quality and obtain a good market position. This may allow for the 
implementation of plans to expand at the national and international levels, which may enhance the 
potential of businesses and increase profits in the medium term. 

 Increasing the on-demand training of staff in the trade sector focussed on providing better customer 
service may be one way to increase the prestige of the sector and professionalise it.  
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07Useful links  

International organisations  

 
World Trade Organisation (OMC) 
http://www.wto.org/indexsp.htm 
 
Club Eurelia  
http://www.eurelia.com  
 

Spanish organisations  

 
Department of Enterprise and Employment of the Generalitat de Catalunya  
http://www.gencat.cat/diuembits/comerc/index.html 
 
Catalan Trade Confederation  
http://www.confecomercat.es  
 
Council of Trade, Services and Tourism Trade Organisations of Barcelona 
http://www.conselldegremis.cat/ 
 
Provincial Federation of Wholesale and Retail Traders of Lleida 
http://www.fecomlleida.com 
 
Fundación Comercio Ciudadano 
http://www.comerciutada.cat/ 
 
ANGED - National Association of Large Distribution Companies 
http://www.anged.es 
 
Barcelona Trade Foundation  
http://www.eixosbcn.org 
 
Merchants and Shop Owners Association of Catalonia 
http://www.abccat.com 
 
AECC - Spanish Association of Shopping Centres 
http://www.aedecc.com 
 
ASEDAS - Spanish Association of Distributors, Self-Service Stores and Supermarkets 
http://www.asedas.org 
 
ANCECO – National Association of Purchasing and Services Centres  
http://www.anceco.com 
 

 

 

International events (fairs, conferences, etc.)  

 
Calendar of international trade fairs 
http://photos.state.gov/libraries/bolivia/22433/Other%20PDF%20files/Ferias2012.pdf 
 
International Council of Shopping Centres (ICSC) 
http://www.icsc.org  
 
 
 

http://www.wto.org/indexsp.htm
http://www.eurelia.com/
http://www.gencat.cat/diue/ambits/comerc/index.html
http://www.confecomercat.es/
http://www.conselldegremis.cat/
http://www.fecomlleida.com/
http://www.comerciutada.cat/
http://www.anged.es/
http://www.eixosbcn.org/
http://www.abccat.com/
http://www.aedecc.com/
http://www.asedas.org/
http://www.anceco.com/
http://photos.state.gov/libraries/bolivia/22433/Other%20PDF%20files/Ferias2012.pdf
http://www.icsc.org/
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World Retail Congress 
http://www.worldretailcongress.com  
 

Spanish events (fairs, conferences, etc.)  

 
Search engine for fairs in Catalonia 
http://www.gencat.cat/diuembits/comerc/fires/calendari/index.html 
 
Alimentaria 
http://www.alimentaria.com 
 
Barcelona Businesses and Franchises  
http://www.salonbnf.com 
 
Bisutex 
http://www.bisutex.net 
 
E-commretail Show  
http://www.ecommretail.com  
 
Expohogar  
http://www.expohogar.com  
 
Iberjoya 
http://www.iberjoya.es 
 
 MODACALZADO International Footwear Trade Fair + IBERPIEL International Leather Goods Trade Fair  
http://www.ifema.es/ferias/semanapiel/default.html  
 
SIMM (Madrid International Fashion Fair)  
http://www.ifema.es/ferias/simm/default.html  
 
Barcelona Bridal Week 2013 
http://www.moda-barcelona.com/ca/index.asp 

 

080 Barcelona Fashion 

http://www.nferias.com/080-barcelona-fashion-0/ 

 

 

 

Spanish themed portals  

 
Trade and Services Observatory 
http://www.gencat.cat/diuembits/comerc/observatori/index.html  
 
La Caixa Group Annual Report 
http://www.lacaixa.comunicacions.com 
 
Chambers of Commerce of Catalonia 
http://www.cambrescat.es 
 
Commerce in Barcelona -Barcelona City Council 
http://www.bcn.cat/comerc  
 
Comertia 
http://www.comertia.net/ 
 

 

Co-financed by: 

http://www.worldretailcongress.com/
http://www.gencat.cat/diue/ambits/comerc/fires/calendari/index.html
http://www.alimentaria.com/
http://www.salonbnf.com/
http://www.bisutex.net/
http://www.ecommretail.com/
http://www.expohogar.com/
http://www.iberjoya.es/
http://www.ifema.es/ferias/semanapiel/default.html
http://www.ifema.es/ferias/simm/default.html
http://www.moda-barcelona.com/ca/index.asp
http://www.nferias.com/080-barcelona-fashion-0/
http://www.gencat.cat/diue/ambits/comerc/observatori/index.html
http://www.lacaixa.comunicacions.com/
http://www.cambrescat.es/
http://www.bcn.cat/comerc
http://www.comertia.net/

