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INTRODUCTION

The massive grocery retail industry has suffered COVID-19-like symptoms during the pandemic, from feverish 
panic buying to the chills of workers falling ill, suffering the nausea of social distancing and limiting people 
in-store to battling through the headaches of righting the supply chain. And like millions of people around the 
globe, retail will come out of the other side of the crisis changed, but unsure exactly how. This report aims to 
help the industry prepare for the post-pandemic landscape and possible future crises. 

The impact of the COVID-19 crisis on the world has been breathtaking in it’s scale, scope, and speed: nearly half 
of the human beings on the planet locked-down, told to ‘shelter-in-place’ by government authorities 
scrambling to contain the infection. Government ordered shutdown of all non-essential businesses has triggered 
unemployment the likes of which has not been seen since the Great Depression and government funds seem 
slow to arrive to the tens of millions of people without paychecks. Major cities, typically swarming with activity, 
were suddenly barren, like a scene from the apocalypse.

The COVID-19 crisis stressed the fast moving consumer goods industry to the limit, as retailers, wholesalers, 
brand manufacturers, and farmers grappled with redirecting goods, stabilizing the supply chain, maintaining 
store operations, and instituting health precautions. Adding to the urgency, prominent grocery retailers 
sought temporary ‘first responder’ designation from the government, helping ensure frontline workers have 
priority access to personal protective equipment.

The crisis has exposed weaknesses and vulnerabilities across the industry, along with surfacing countless of 
‘if only we hads…”. Now, while this learning is still fresh in mind, is the time to begin identifying those existing 
capabilities that require strengthening and creating an innovation to-do list to address newly discovered 
needs. This report is intended to serve as a prescription, identifying areas of focus for needed capabilities as 
the industry emerges into a post-pandemic world.
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THE NEW NORMAL

The COVID-19 crisis changed consumer shopping behavior more 
substantively and more quickly than any other single event in the 
history of modern retail. The question is which of the changes 
will be with us for the long-term and which behaviors will revert 
back to pre-pandemic style shopping?

Just beginning to come into focus is the massive economic 
impact of shutting down large portions of the U.S. economy. A 
month into the shutdown, nearly 40 million people had filed for 
unemployment, while millions of people were unable to pay rent 
and mortgages. While the government was seeking to move as 
quickly as possible to extend and enrich unemployment benefits, 
there has been collective agreement that it will take many months, 
if not years, for the economy to return to a pre-COVID-19 level 
of robustness. As the industry has seen from prior economic 
downturns, we are sure to see an increase in promotional buying, 
coupon use, an emphasis on private brand, and other money 
saving behaviors.

Online shopping surged early on in the crisis as shoppers sought 
to limit contact with others. Some retailers reported online orders 
doubling; others reported near 10-fold increases. There is little 
doubt that retail will exit the crisis with significantly higher levels 
of online shopping than before. The increase in online shopping 
has ramped up retailers’ interest in fulfillment efficiency as they 
pursue eCommerce profitability.

Adding to the lure of online shopping, social distancing as a 
corollary for germ avoidance will influence shopper behavior long 
after the current pandemic subsides. This distancing behavior will 
have broad impact across retail shopping, dining out, sporting 
events, entertainment, and far more.

Frequent dining out will be another casualty with significant 
implications for supermarket retailers. Less dining out means 
more people cooking at home and an opportunity to grow in-store 
prepared food sales. 

Quarantining has pushed countless people online, whether for 
work, entertainment, or maintaining some level of, albeit virtual, 
social engagement with others. This trend will intersect with 
the growing use of augmented and virtual reality, ultimately 
enriching the online shopping experience and opening new doors 
to shopper engagement regardless of location.
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A DATA-DRIVEN CRISIS

The COVID-19 pandemic is perhaps the most 
data-driven crisis in history. Reporting drove home 
the frightening power of exponential growth as 
we watched the rise in infections and deaths in 
near realtime. We also learned that even the most 
sophisticated data models are only as good as the 
data and assumptions going into them.

During the pandemic health organizations regularly 
updated metrics on testing, infections, deaths, and 
other aspects across the country. That data, along 
with sophisticated data models, drove government 
and healthcare responses or, in some cases, a lack 
of data caused a lack of timely response.

Throughout the crisis, detailed data on infection 
rates was available by state, county, and even major 
cities and metropolitan areas. This data was available 
for use by retailers to understand the spread and 
growth of the virus in their market areas —useful data 
to begin modeling the impact on buying behavior 
and workforce.

The crisis is driving home that retail success, even 
in a pandemic, is dependent on the understanding 
and use of data. Sophisticated retailers are already 
leveraging customer data to understand changes 
in behavior and addressing risks and opportunities. 
While many retailers are seeing significant top line 
sales gains, customer-intelligent retailers are un-
derstanding those gains are coming from fewer 
unique households spending more, and are devising 
plans to bring back the lost shoppers as they look 
ahead to more normal shopping behavior. 

Customer data is being supplemented by mobile 
data. Several studies showed a substantial drop in 
the number of unique smartphones visiting a given 
retailer’s stores as we entered and moved into the 
crisis. The people carrying those returning smart-
phones, though, visited the retailer more often, 
mimicking the findings of customer data-savvy 
retailers, that fewer shoppers were spending more.
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And even more, retailers are able to leverage this 
mobile-based data into creating unique audiences, 
such as shoppers lost during the opening weeks of 
the COVID-19 crisis, and marketing specifically to 
them via digital channels. Even better, these same 
tools enable intelligent prospecting, helping identify 
shoppers visiting competing stores in a retailer’s 
marketplace.

The competition is not taking a backseat to the pan-
demic. Ideoclick reports that Amazon is generating 
$3 to $4 billion incremental revenue per month and 
the company is retaining an incremental $1 billion 
each month as it migrates shoppers into automated 
programs like Subscribe & Save, Alexa Reorder, and 
personalized order recommendations. At the same 
time, traditional retailer online shopping experiences 
are failing to keep pace. Even amidst a pandemic, 
making strategic use of data is defining the retail 
battle.

FEBRUARY 2020

APRIL 2020
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INNOVATION IN REALTIME

The grocery industry responded to the COVID-19 crisis in exemplary fashion, with workers everywhere going 
above and beyond to bring food and needed supplies to their communities. While retail executives viewed 
their creative problem-solving during the crisis as doing what needed to be done, we see it as innovation in 
realtime.

The creativity and ingenuity exhibited by retailers and their solution partners has been astounding. From clear 
partitions quickly erected at checkout to app-based virtual waiting lines for store entrances, from fast deploy-
ment of contactless payment to closing some stores to rededicate to online order fulfillment, supermarket 
retailers demonstrated their resiliency in doing what it takes.

Crisis-induced innovation extended from stores testing one-way traffic in shopping aisles to establishing special 
eCommerce shopping hours for at-risk shoppers.

As retailers worked to limit the number of people inside the store at any one time, few retailers had the data 
to monitor this. Kroger is leveraging its queue management system to measure the number of shoppers 
coming in the door and shoppers already in the store to control shopper density to help with social distancing.

As some workers across the supply chain became ill, distribution became a choke-point with one major 
retailer explaining it had product flowing into distribution centers but was challenged to have enough workers 
to get it to stores. We have seen many creative approaches to problems, like C&S Wholesale Grocers partnering 
with Sysco to provide temporary employment for the food service distributor’s workers.
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THE NEED FOR REALTIME OPERATIONS

As the COVID-19 crisis played out, the need for realtime 
information and the ability to manage in realtime became 
paramount.

For many retailers, realtime inventory data at store level 
would have been very powerful, especially if linked to online 
shopping. The ability to inform a shopper in realtime about 
product availability would have dramatically improved the 
online shopping experience provided by many retailers during 
the crisis. 

Beyond inventory data is the importance of having a realtime 
view to the supply chain — the retailer having knowledge of 
where specific product is at any point in its journey from 
manufacturing, to distribution, to pulling up at the back door 
of the store. Numerous IoT solutions are available to provide 
this view.

The need for having a realtime communications platform for 
associates across the organization was quickly evident as re-
tailers scrambled to maintain store operations, communicate 
changing store hours, evolve safety practices, and more. 
Related to this is having realtime workforce management 
capability to better manage changing schedules, associate 
availability, and more, as retail workers became ill and work 
schedules became chaotic.

Applications to assign and manage tasks in realtime across the 
organization, especially at store level, are critical, especially 
with rapidly changing sanitation and cleaning protocols across 
different departments and areas of the store.

Lastly, retailers desperately needed a shopper-facing realtime 
communication capability to advise their shoppers of changing 
store hours, special shopping times for at-risk customers, 
product availability, and far more. Many retailers leveraged 
social media, email, their apps and websites, and even printed 
signs to communicate with shoppers. While somewhat 
effective, retailers would be well-served to have a primary, 
mission-control, digital platform to create crisis-related 
messaging that can feed multiple channels and touchpoints.  

Realtime shopper-facing communications can also be extended 
into the store via digital signage that can be easily repositioned 
to provide updates at the shelf in regard to product availability, 
product purchase limits, and more.
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ECOMMERCE IN A TIME OF CRISIS

Shutting down non-essential businesses alongside 
government mandated quarantining created a 
perfect storm for grocery eCommerce, triggering a 
massive spike in the number of consumers seeking 
to shop online, pickup orders in the parking lot, 
or wanting home delivery. Online activity quickly 
overwhelmed retailers’ systems and capabilities.

Coming out of the crisis, many retailers will be assessing 
their online shopping capabilities and operations.

Retailers should consider an evaluation of their 
eCommerce site or solution provider. Many sites 
were slow, overloaded by the sudden increase in 
traffic; other sites simply crashed. Now would be 
the time to stress test online systems.

Along with stress testing systems, retailers should 
also consider evaluating the user experience they 
provide shoppers.  Numerous shoppers have com-
plained online about not being notified during 
the online shopping experience if products were 
unavailable, only finding out when items didn’t  
appear in the order. Other shoppers have complained  
about going through the entire shopping experience 
and completing payment, only to find there are no 
delivery windows available, a sure way to frustrate 
shoppers. Yet other complaints have centered on 
an inability to add items or modify an order already 
placed but not yet shopped. 

Sadly, many retail online shopping experiences will 
fail to earn repeat business or any lasting loyalty 
from shoppers who were repeatedly disappointed 
in the user experience. And this is troubling when 
Amazon, reportedly gaining an estimated $3 to $4 
billion in incremental sales each month, is a master 
at leveraging customer data into building share-
of-wallet and lifetime value through converting 
shoppers into subscription purchases and repeat 
business.

Order fulfillment proved challenging during the 
crisis as out-of-stocks ran rampant, social distancing 
was mandated, the number of in-store shoppers 
at one time was limited, and staging areas were 
overwhelmed. Kroger experimented with the dark 
store approach, closing one of its Ohio stores to the 
public and dedicating it to online order fulfillment. 
And even Amazon temporarily converted its yet-
to-be opened new format store in Woodland Hills, 
Calif. to fulfill online orders.

Many retailers will be looking to automation to make 
order fulfillment economical, and less dependent 
on people who can get sick. There are three primary 
approaches to order fulfillment automation:

-  Automated distribution centers: Ocado is the 
most well-known provider of automated distri-
bution centers. These facilities require a major 
CapEx investment and sales volume to generate 
an acceptable ROI.

-  Micro Fulfillment Centers (MFCs): There are several 
providers of MFC technology. These centers can 
be located in a space adjacent to an existing 
store, the backroom of larger stores, and even in 
parking garages. While still requiring a significant 
CapEx investment, it is less burdensome than 
ADCs. CPGs are already looking at strategies for 
packaging that line up with the needs of MFCs. 

-  Piece-picking Robots: These robots are designed 
to pick individual items. This technology is best 
applied (at the current time) to packaged goods.
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PICKUP AND DELIVERY DYNAMICS

Buying online and picking up at the store (BOPIS) gained 
traction during the crisis as shoppers sought to minimize 
contact with other people. Several things became evident 
as the crisis evolved and online order volume increased:

-  Parking lot management: Those retailers with dedicated 
pickup vehicle lanes and traffic flow through their parking 
lots managed much better than those retailers with a 
limited number of dedicated parking spots. Retailers hav-
ing the parking lot space available may wish to revisit the 
idea of a dedicated flow for picking up online orders.

-  Location technology: There are several solution providers 
that are able to integrate to a retailer’s eCommerce 
capabilities to provide realtime location data, letting the 
store know when the shopper is close by so they are able 
to have the order ready to load in the customer’s car.

-  Lockers: The use of lockers will gain traction coming out 
of the COVID-19 crisis for their ability to limit human 
interaction. Lockers can also be used to deliver pharmacy 
prescriptions securely by linking access to digital shopper 
identity management solutions for proof of identity.

Home delivery grew significantly as shoppers sought to 
minimize any contact with other people. Retailers that 
provide their own home delivery service were quickly 
overwhelmed by the spike in volume of orders, and retailers 
will need to carefully evaluate this operation as online order 
volume remains higher post-crisis.

Pre-crisis, many retailers had signed on with third-party 
delivery services. Some of these services were also over-
whelmed, making home delivery a challenge for many 
shoppers. 

The use of automated, self-driving delivery vehicles and 
drones will gain serious interest as we emerge into the 
post-COVID-19 world. While already gaining traction in 
different market areas (automated vehicles dependent 
on state regulation), technology will come together with 
market need to drive fast growth in this space. There are 
a range of solution providers already in the market, with 
vehicles and drones suitable for different market environ-
ments, from cities to the suburbs, and more rural areas.
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We saw behavior change en masse and in realtime, 
as people feared touching anything. Initial media 
stories of infected delivery packages, the horrors 
of shopping carts, and even the air we breathe, 
drove a paranoia that profoundly changed the 
shopping experience.

Contactless—for shopping, transacting, and 
delivery—quickly became a ‘thing’ as retailers 
across the country moved to reduce or eliminate any 
contact. From pizza delivery to car purchasing, a 
growing number of merchants are running televi-
sion ads promoting contactless delivery. 

Retailers learned to innovate in realtime as the need 
to reduce and control human interaction during 
transactions became important for shoppers 
and store workers. Many retailers quickly put in 
place clear partitions as a barrier between the 
cashier and shopper at checkout. Walmart modified 
its POS transaction flow to eliminate shopper need 
to swipe credit cards and touch payment terminals, 
creating a touchless mobile payment capability 
within the Walmart app.

A few retailers promoted the use of self-shopping 
mobile apps as a way to reduce human interac- 
tion—shoppers being able to shop, scan, and pay for 
their purchases through the app.

Nielsen reported that alcohol sales in the U.S. surged 
55% in the first couple weeks of the crisis, calling 
out the need for a better way to handle proof-of- 
age than handing over a driver’s license. The need 
to reduce contact caused by payment, showing 

proof of age for alcohol purchases, and proof 
of identity for prescriptions, quickly established 
the need for secure digital identity management 
solutions that can support contactless transactions 
in-store and online.

Smart carts will also gain interest in the post-
COVID-19 world of shopping, again as a way to 
reduce human interaction and gain operational 
efficiencies. The latest generation of smart carts 
enable shoppers to place their chosen products into 
the cart, which totals the transaction in realtime 
and handles payment, allowing the shopper to 
proceed out the door.

And certainly, frictionless shopping, like that of 
Amazon Go and similar solutions, will gain significant 
interest as we emerge from the crisis. Amazon Go 
Grocery, a traditional grocery store with unpack-
aged perishable foods, is proof the technology is 
evolving quickly, and there are a number of solution 
providers working to scale the technology for other 
retailers.

Contactless, frictionless shopping is coming together 
with micro fulfillment center technology to foster a 
new age in store design.

Another area for consideration is the fact that 
paper receipts provide a point of contact and might 
create shopper concerns during a crisis. Some 
retailers have stepped up the use of digital receipts 
for in-store and online transactions, which provide 
opportunities for personalization and collecting 
feedback. 
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BOOSTING THE SUPPLY-CHAIN 

The COVID-19 pandemic showed that the U.S. food supply chain 
held up under stress, but that improvements are possible. 
This can be achieved through initiatives such as stepped up 
automation and training that provides enhanced skills to 
workforces.

The U.S. food supply chain has been a model of plentiful 
efficiency as Americans have long assumed low-priced food 
was a given. But cascading events have shown the need for 
further enhancements.

Those events have included panic buying, wasted food meant 
for foodservice outlets, temporary production plant closures, 
and great stress on the grocery home delivery system. Part of 
the solution will be to continue to enhance safety protocols 
and prepare employees for a range of future scenarios. 

Longer term, we will see the industry focus on enhanced auto-
mation, especially in cases where it will ensure the availability 
of food. Employees will need training in how to best interact 
and co-exist with new generations of automation. These will 
be increasingly important abilities.

Prior to the pandemic we have seen growing use of robotics on 
the farm, and the automated planting and picking of a growing 
number of crops. Dairy farms are using a growing array of 
robots to feed and milk cows. Advances in AI and computer 
vision are powering automated meat processing machinery. 
Food manufacturing and production has long been automat-
ed, and even here we’ll see even more in the time ahead.

Moving products from the farm or factory to the store is being 
automated, as self-driving trucks are advancing quickly from 
pilots to deployment. The present crisis will only accelerate 
funding going to these efforts by startups and established 
companies.

Now imagine that self-driving truck navigating to a dark store 
staffed with piece-picking robots, or a local micro fulfillment 
center, or an Ocado-like automated distribution center. And 
then those orders making their way from the fulfillment center 
to the shopper’s home via automated self-driving delivery vehicles. 

While seeming to be science fiction not long ago, the idea of 
an increasingly automated food supply chain, stretching from 
the farm to the ultimate customer, is coming into focus. And 
the COVID-19 crisis will accelerate this.
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MERCHANDISING DECISIONS

Traditional merchandising was thrown out the window during 
the pandemic, with panic-buying wiping out entire categories 
and some other products viewed as non-essential, as workers 
were idled and paychecks were suspended. 

A focus on value will quickly surface as the economic toll of 
the crisis settles in. For those unemployed, there will be no 
choice but to seek savings. But the weeks of quarantining 
have also taught other, more fortunate, consumers that they 
can do without many purchases once thought important. We 
will see an increase in coupon use, interest in private brand, 
and promotional activity coming out of the crisis.

Along with forced reduction in product assortment across 
many categories, we have seen product purchase quantity 
limits as retailers move to improve product availability. Some 
manufacturers are only shipping pallet quantity goods to help 
restore supply lines and manufacturers will be viewing SKU 
proliferation through a new lens. 

As retail comes out of the other side we may see a focus on 
product assortment reduction and rationalization. Smart 
retailers will leverage data at a local level to inform these 
decisions, both historical customer identified purchase data 
(for those retailers that have it) and third-party data that can 
provide powerful insights drawn from demographic data. 

Product assortment rationalization has implications for pric-
ing strategy and margins. And again, retailers should avail 
themselves of as much data as possible to inform these  
decisions. The importance of packaging, especially for fresh 
products, will take on added importance in a post-pandemic 
retail world. 

Retailers across the country quickly closed salad bars and 
self-service prepared food counters. One of the resulting impacts 
may be growing use of automation in fresh food preparation 
and packaging, from salad making to cooking.
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NEW WORLD FOR MARKETING

Promotion activity declined significantly as the crisis 
evolved. CPG brands withdrew any promotions 
they could, especially on the most in-demand prod-
uct categories like cleaning supplies, disinfectants, 
canned goods, and others most impacted by panic 
buying. Coming out of the crisis, many CPG brand 
manufacturers will be reassessing promotional 
activity along with product assortment.

We saw dramatic changes in retailer marketing 
and advertising, as some retailers dropped their 
traditional weekly printed ads entirely or substantially 
reduced the number of pages and promoted items. 
While elimination of the weekly ad may be short-
term, retailers have a powerful opportunity to focus 
on driving digital customer engagement.

In parallel with reducing or eliminating the printed 
ad, retailers heavily focused on digital marketing 
efforts, in part driven by the need to provide regular 
updates to shoppers around store hours, product 
availability, operations, and more. As called out 
earlier, the need for realtime communications with 
shoppers drove home the importance of digital 
shopper engagement.

Emphasizing the importance of this, we saw some 
retailers—even during this crisis—pushing to deploy 
mobile apps, in large part, to improve shopper com-
munications.

As growing numbers of retailers focus on driving 
meaningful digital engagement, the importance 
of personalization and relevancy in messaging will 

come to the fore. Retailers reducing or eliminating 
the printed weekly ad must realize that simply 
transferring mass promotion from print to digital 
will not find success. The majority of consumers 
today spend more time online via their smart-
phones than any other device. The personal nature 
of smartphones, along with small screens, call for 
marketing relevancy; spamming shoppers with 
irrelevant mass promotion will lead to disappointment. 

Retailers already proficient at personalization un-
derstand the power: the potential to realize basket 
size increases of 30%, a doubling of shopping 
trip frequency, and 250% increases in shopper 
retention over time. One of the side effects of the 
COVID-19 pandemic will be to hasten the transfor-
mation of industry promotion activity.

And beyond relevancy lies contextual relevancy, 
the ability to ensure the communication to the 
shopper is meaningful at that time and place, be it 
inside or outside the store. 

Personalization of promotions, including price 
personalization, call out the need for robust, 
realtime, promotion management at the POS, 
both online and in-store. The need for promotion 
management will be emphasized as coupon use 
grows, as it has in past economically challenging 
times. Coupon fraud, misredemption, and loss  
represents an estimated $1 billion annual problem 
for the CPG retail industry.
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HEALTH AND WELLNESS DURING A HEALTH CRISIS

Social distancing and hand washing are the most talked about 
effective methods of reducing COVID-19 risk. But a growing 
number of consumers are interested in the role of diet and nutri-
tion in boosting the immune system.

There is a strong link between nutrition and a person’s immune 
system, which is vitally important in the coronavirus fight. Beyond 
chronic health conditions and underlying medical issues, a weak-
ened immune system increases a person’s risk of contracting the 
virus and becoming sick. A healthy diet—with a focus on foods, 
vitamins, and supplements to help strengthen a person’s immune 
system—is important as the crisis drags on.

According to an article in Progressive Grocer (April 8, 2020), 
during the four-week period ending March 29, 2020, the total 
vitamins category was up 56.7% year over year, according to IRI. 
Even more impressive, mineral supplement sales were up 22%, 
multivitamins were up 78%, single letter vitamins were up 92%, 
and liquid supplement sales were up an incredible 119%.

Each nutritionist and dietitian will have their own view on specific 
foods and supplements that might be helpful in strengthening 
immune systems and retailers would be well served to commu-
nicate this guidance, particularly as shoppers are preparing more 
foods at home. And it’s becoming easier to do this as ingredient 
data has become more available and big data solutions are able 
to ferret out appropriate products from the thousands of SKU’s 
across the store to communicate to interested shoppers.

Supermarket retailers, particularly those with in-store pharmacies, 
are in a unique position to provide guidance to their customers 
most at risk due to underlying conditions like diabetes, people with 
compromised immune systems due to cancer treatments, or other 
diseases. Now is the time to step up efforts at truly partnering 
with shoppers around health and wellness. 

Beyond the direct nutrition-immunity connection, many shoppers 
have questions and concerns around food safety in the time of 
coronavirus. Communicating to shoppers how to handle fresh 
produce, the safety of packaged foods, and more is timely infor-
mation and highly valued by shoppers.

IT’S TIME FOR A COVID-19 TECHNOLOGY CHECKUP A PRESCRIPTION FOR FOOD RETAIL   fmi.org | advancingretail.org 16



CONCLUSION

Coming out of the crisis, retail will emerge into a 
new world of dramatic shifts in shopper behavior, 
store operations, products, and the economy.

Lasting Change. Just as past disasters resulted 
in lasting change in consumer behavior, so too 
will the COVID-19 pandemic. Daily reports on the 
spread of infection and numbers of deaths have 
instilled a paranoia in people that will manifest 
in reduced contact, and ongoing social distancing, 
at least for the foreseeable future. Contactless 
shopping and transacting are now a thing and we 
are already seeing powerful solutions coming to 
market bundling payment, age verification, identi-
ty, loyalty, and even info required for prescriptions 
all in one contactless solution. The rate of online 
grocery shopping has probably advanced several 
years in just a few weeks and many believe that this 
much higher rate will be sustained and grow even 
further.

eCommerce. That online grocery shopping exploded 
during the crisis is beyond question. What is also 
beyond question is that no one was ready for such 
a sudden spike in demand, with many retailer sites 
overloaded, and an inability to fulfill and deliver 
orders. Retailers of all sizes will need to stress test 
their systems and scale them to handle the newfound 
eComm business, along with overhauling order 
fulfillment and delivery to the shopper, including 
in the parking lot and at home. Automation and 
robotics will be pursued to make eCommerce more 
efficient.

Automation. The COVID-19 pandemic has exposed 
challenges in supply chain operations, from the 
production of food and supplies to distribution and 
stocking shelves. Advances in automation and ro-

botics now position new capabilities as viable solu-
tions across the supply chain. Automating online 
order fulfillment will be one of the first areas that 
retailers will focus on, as piece-picking robots and 
micro fulfillment centers now provide a solid ROI 
based on the increase in eCommerce volume.
 
Customer Engagement. Perhaps no other area of 
retail will be as profoundly changed as customer 
engagement as we come out of the COVID-19 crisis. 
An emphasis on driving meaningful and measurable 
digital engagement is at the top of many marketers’ 
to-do lists. Near term, messaging will be less about 
promotions than about providing shoppers the 
confidence that the retailer is looking after the 
safety and well-being of associates and shoppers 
alike. Also important is reminding shoppers 
that the retailer is there for them with food and 
needed supplies. Longer-term, given economic 
challenges, the emphasis will shift to a focus on 
how the retailer can help the shopper save money 
—and how this is done will be massively different 
from the past. Rather than simply conveying mass 
promotions digitally, smart retailers will under-
stand that meaningful engagement in the digital 
realm is driven by personalization and relevancy. 
So it’s not just savings, it is personalized savings 
on products relevant to that individual shopper.  
The COVID-19 crisis will drive a focus on customer 
share-of-wallet and lifetime value—a dramatic 
change from our history of product-driven mass 
promotion. 

As retail moves forward, the COVID-19 crisis will 
intersect with new tech-enabled capabilities to 
create new store formats and ways to shop. Retail-
ers should focus on a near-term capabilities to-do 
list and then assemble a longer-term blueprint.
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Coming out of the crisis, retail will emerge into 
a new world of dramatic shifts in shopper 

behavior, store operations,  products, 
and the economy.



CHECKLIST

NEW NORMAL

DATA

OPERATIONS IN REALTIME

ECOMMERCE
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 ❑  Challenging economy
 ❑ Increase in promotional buying
 ❑ Focus on private brand savings
 ❑ Increase in coupon use

 ❑ Social distancing implications in-store
 ❑ Fewer shopping trips / bigger baskets
 ❑ More food prep & cooking at home
 ❑ Higher eCommerce sales
 ❑ Growing use of augmented and virtual reality

 ❑ Importance of shopper data
 ❑ Shopper retention
 ❑  Identify new data that would be of value in next crisis 

(ex. # shoppers entering or in-store in realtime)

 ❑ Realtime inventory data 
 ❑ Realtime supply chain data 
 ❑ Realtime communication platform for associates
 ❑ Realtime workforce management capability
 ❑ Realtime task management capability
 ❑  Realtime shopper communications capability 

(online channels and in-store)
 ❑ Store-level automation related to cleaning and sanitation

 ❑ Stress test systems (ensure scalability and load handling)
 ❑ Review and optimize user experience
 ❑ Realtime product product availability
 ❑ Auto-replenishment / subscription programs
 ❑ Order fulfillment

 ❑ Automated distribution centers
 ❑ Micro fulfillment centers
 ❑ Piece-picking robots
 ❑ Efficient manual picking
 ❑ Dark stores dedicated to online order fulfillment

 ❑ BOPIS
 ❑ Parking lot management and flow
 ❑ Location technology to optimize customer pickup
 ❑ Lockers (for groceries and prescriptions)
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 ❑ Home Delivery
 ❑ Internal staffing level
 ❑ Third-party services
 ❑ Automation

 ❑  Self-driving delivery vehicles
 ❑ Drones

 ❑ Contactless Shopping
 ❑ Smart carts
 ❑ Frictionless shopping (ex. Amazon Go tech)
 ❑ Self-shopping app

 ❑ Contactless Transacting
 ❑ Clear partitions at checkout
 ❑ Contactless payment 
 ❑ Contactless age verification
 ❑ Contactless identity management (pharmacy, etc.)
 ❑ Digital receipts

 ❑ Contactless Delivery
 ❑ Contactless Age verification
 ❑ Contactless payment
 ❑ Contactless identity management
 ❑ Contactless product hand-off

 ❑ Provide guidance to immune system-boosting products
 ❑ Recipes and meal planning with view to strengthening immune system
 ❑  Extra guidance to shoppers with underlying health conditions that increase risk 

(diabetes, obesity, heart, etc.)

 ❑ Farm automation
 ❑ Manufacturing & Production automation
 ❑ Packaging automation with focus on reducing contamination
 ❑ Transportation automation
 ❑ Distribution automation
 ❑ Store-level automation

 ❑ Reduce / streamline product assortment
 ❑ Update data models for CAO systems
 ❑ Consider extra inventory on vital products (paper products, cleansers, etc.)
 ❑ Remove or secure salad bar/fresh food bars to improve safety
 ❑ Fresh food packing (automate or work to reduce contamination)

CHECKLIST

CONTACTLESS SHOPPING & TRANSACTING

HEALTH & WELLNESS

SUPPLY CHAIN

MERCHANDISING



CHECKLIST

MARKETING

 ❑  Reduced manufacturer promotion activity provides opportunity for 
reducing / eliminating traditional printed weekly ad

 ❑ Grow
 ❑  Digital mission control for communicating realtime updates to 

shoppers across multiple channels
 ❑ Mobile app
 ❑ Digital receipts
 ❑ Personalization and relevancy of messaging and promotions
 ❑ Realtime promotion management at POS (in-store and online)
 ❑ AR and VR technology
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