
LEVERAGING TECHNOLOGY 
FOR GROWTH IN 2021: 

A STRATEGIC RESTRUCTURING  
OF RETAIL POST-COVID

https://connectedstores.wbresearch.com
https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 2

Methodology 3

Why technology should empower your talent, not replace them  
by Benjamin Zenou, Co-founder and CEO, SimpliField 4

Part One – Strategic Priorities in 2021 5

Part Two – Blending Digital and Physical Customer Channels 11

Part Three – Technology Investment Goals Post-COVID-19 16

Conclusion 20

About SimpliField 21

About WBR Insights 22

CONTRIBUTORS

CONTENTS

Tristan Rogers, 
CEO, 
Concrete

Sorensen Lau, 
Business 
Development 
Manager, 
TGV Cinemas 

Benjamin 
Zenou, 
Co-founder and 
CEO, 
SimpliField

Will Lockie, 
Global Head  
of Digital, 
Georg Jensen

Jens Levin, 
Co-founder 
and CEO, 
Sitoo

Paul Fletcher,  
Senior 
Architect - 
Hosting,  
Sainsbury’s 

Lauran Webb, 
Conference 
Director, 
Future Stores 
2021 

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://connectedstores.wbresearch.com
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 3

METHODOLOGY
In Q2 of 2021, WBR Insights surveyed 100 Directors of Retail, and similar from organisations across Europe, to find 
out about the challenges they are facing in 2021 due to the impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and the innovative 
solutions they are putting in place. 

The survey was conducted by appointment over the telephone. The results were compiled and anonymised by 
WBR Insights and are presented here with analysis and commentary by Concrete, SimpliField and Sitoo and the 
Future Stores community. 

IN WHICH COUNTRY IS YOUR COMPANY 
HEADQUARTERS LOCATED?

 UK 19%
 Germany 16%
 Spain 10%
 Nordics (Denmark, Finland, Norway, Sweden) 10%
 Netherlands 10%
 France 10%
 Belgium 10%
 Switzerland 5%
 Italy  5%
 Ireland 5%

WHAT IS YOUR 
ORGANISATION'S  
PRIMARY BUSINESS?

 Clothing and accessories  30%
 Supermarkets and other grocery stores 20%
 Furniture and home furnishing stores  10%
 Cosmetics/beauty/perfume stores 10%
 Luxury and jewellery 10%
 Automotive 5%
 Department stores 5%
 Garden and DIY stores 5%
 Computer and electronic 3%
 Gambling industries 2%

WHAT IS YOUR JOB TITLE?

COO
20%

Director of Innovation
19%

CIO
12%

Director of Real Estate
11%

Director of Omnichannel
10%

Director of IT
9%

Director of Retail
7%

Director of Visual Merchandising
6%

Director of Development
6%

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://connectedstores.wbresearch.com
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 4

Why technology should empower  
your talent, not replace them  
by Benjamin Zenou, Co-founder and CEO,  
SimpliField

More than ever, sales associates are doing more with 
less. Plus, with social distancing in play, field and 
store teams have truly become the eyes and ears for 
headquarters and a key asset to reinventing in-store 
experiences upon retail reopening. 

Many retailers and brands have already recognised 
the strategic imperative of empowering their retail 
teams with the right tools to succeed. In fact, recent 
RIS research revealed store IT spend is expected to 
increase by 4.1% year over year, with the retail analytics 
market particularly set to grow at a revised compound 
annual growth rate of 8.8% from 2020-2027 due to 
COVID-19. 

Empowering talent for increased retail 
performance 

Paradoxically, since COVID-19, human connections 
may be more important than before: although online 
purchasing will likely remain a sticky pandemic-driven 
behaviour for some product categories like grocery, 
home and home fitness, customers are craving in-
store experiences to see, feel and be advised on 
products. 

Store associates play a huge role in leveraging 
customer retail experience, from being a top source of 
inspiration for purchases, to guaranteeing appropriate 
brand image. With new consumer behaviours, sales 
methods, and compliance to adapt to at once, 
equipping retail talent with digital solutions can ease 
reopening and long-term success thanks to data 
consolidation. 

Empowering in-store talent with technology has 
proven to bring such results, increasing team 
engagement, performance and visibility as they 
become key enablers in providing these curated 
experiences that customers crave. 

The future of retailers and brands depends on 
investments in digital transformation 

From digital, frictionless payments, to in-store live 
streaming and in-store gamification, your stores 
can become a real data sponge. Investment in data 
analytics is a top priority for retailers, and relies 
on technology to support store associates and 
omnichannel strategies. Today, data overload (or data 

fatigue) is not a myth, so giving retail teams the right 
tools to streamline information and simplify the digital 
transformation process will be just as important. 

According to McKinsey, the rewards for those that get 
digital transformation right will be significant: 83% of 
customers say they want their shopping experience 
to be personalised as research suggests that effective 
personalisation can easily increase store revenues by 
20 to 30%. Plus, 40% of global shoppers today being 
Gen Z and Millennials is good news for brick-and-
mortar: after the pandemic subsides, only a quarter 
plan to favour online shopping, with most expecting to 
return to a combination of digital and in-store. 

The retail workforce is changing: so are their 
expectations 

Customers are not the only ones expecting digitally 
enhanced store experiences: so is the new retail 
workforce. After going through multiple closures and 
reopenings, top management and simple execution in 
retail must evolve towards more collaborative models 
focusing on team performance. 

It goes without saying that giving retail employees 
the technology they need to perform at their best, 
including communications, training, digital reporting 
and data consolidation for analytics will increase 
engagement, scope and commitment to contribute to 
the bottom line. Mobile retail performance technology 
will support teams in adapting to the large array of 
new sales methods and compliance measures by 
streamlining and consolidating information so they 
can focus on what matters most, not paperwork. The 
result? Simplicity for the end-user, and performance 
for the organisation. 

The takeaway 

Although some speak of a retail apocalypse, what 
we really see occurring is a retail renaissance. The 
COVID-19 crisis has only exacerbated loopholes in 
retail strategies, meaning the right time has come to 
invest in digital transformation as a way to empower 
retail talent to do the best work of their lives.

  Benjamin Zenou,  
  Co-founder and CEO,  
  SimpliField
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https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://www.simplifield.com
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 5

PART ONE
Strategic Priorities in 2021

Europe detected its first few cases of the COVID-19 
virus in January 2020. What followed was a raft of 
measures by European governments to try to contain 
the virus before it became a pandemic. These actions 
included travel bans and restrictions, quarantines, 
social distancing, and other public health measures. 

As part of these measures, retail stores were closed in 
most countries except for essential service providers 
such as supermarkets and drug stores. These drastic 
actions had an immediate and widespread negative 
impact on the European retail sector. For example, 
within two months of these interventions in the 
European Union, retail trade fell by 9.2% and 11.1% in 
March and April 2020, respectively.

With vaccination initiatives at an advanced stage in 
much of Europe, things are slowly being restored 
to normal. However, the changes in the retail 
industry’s external environment significantly altered 
conventional wisdom and might create a ‘new 
normal’, which has a wide-ranging impact on retail 
strategy in the future. In recent years, significant 
trends have emerged, such as the shift towards digital 
and changing customer behaviours.

We spoke to the European retail industry leaders to 
find out some of the lessons learned that inform retail 
strategy in 2021 and beyond. 

The first area is customer experience (CX). COVID-19 
has bred a more discerning and selective customer in 
the decision-making process. Post-COVID, customers 
no longer simply ‘buy from companies’ but ‘buy 
into companies’. As a result, brand reputation, trust, 
and purpose are now more factored into decision-
making to ensure safety, convenience, certainty and 
security. Accordingly, our respondents recognise the 
importance of CX in the new normal equation. Most 
of our respondents indicated that they had allocated 
31-40% of their budget for CX innovation over the next 
12 months.

In terms of technological investment, the majority of 
our respondents are planning new tech investments 
in artificial intelligence (AI), Customer relationship 
management (CRM) software and mobile apps. This 
allows a better understanding of customers and 
fosters better relationships.

A changing customer behaviour that is not going away 
soon is social distancing; consumers are now warier 
about interacting physically with others following the 
pandemic. Consequently, many retail customers now 
prefer contactless checkouts via their mobile phones. 
Mobile phones are also being used in-store to access 
in-app discounts and finding product information. So 
it is no surprise that most of our respondents believe 
mobile phones offer the most ROI post-COVID-19 
when working with customers in-store.

Tracking the customer journey post-COVID presents a 
challenge for most of our respondents; however, new 
technological investments in AI help in this regard and 
inform future strategies. The effects of this pandemic 
are long-lasting, with many retail businesses 
struggling with the immediate consequences. 

Our survey findings suggest that our respondents’ 
sustainability strategies have been affected by the 
pandemic, with many reorganising their businesses 
to be responsive to current circumstances as they 
emerge. Leading companies are now prioritising 
building resilience and defining their sustainability 
strategies to adapt to a post-COVID world.

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://connectedstores.wbresearch.com
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 6

The majority of our respondents have allocated 31-40% of their budget 
for customer experience innovation in the next 12 months

What is your budget allocation for customer 
experience innovation in the next 12 months?

“Investments in customer experience can deliver a huge ROI. Retailers 
swapping out their legacy infrastructure in exchange for a modern application 
programming interface (API)-first IT architecture will not only increase sales, 
but also cut running costs by up to 50%.” 

 Jens Levin,  
 Co-founder and CEO,  
 Sitoo

“With customers becoming more tech-savvy and exposed to mobile usage 
during lockdown, brands increasingly leverage their online presence for 
business continuity. In the midst of online products offered by retailers, 
customers tend to look for innovative brands that offer customisation and 
personalisation to recreate that in-store experience as a substitute for  
online purchasing.” 

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager, TGV Cinemas 

“COVID has thrown a spotlight on many brands’ and retailers’ digital 
experience, and for many, it was a huge pressure test, uncovering areas of 
weakness for some or strengths for others. The winners were those who 
were already prioritising the basics of a good digital experience. For others, 
it forced investments and projects to deliver quick improvements. I also 
think the more forward-looking businesses are beginning to organise around 
‘experiences, not campaigns’. Rising customer expectations of brands, 
purchasing decisions driven by values, not price, and new business models 
with innovative experiences, are driving this change.” 

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“I am not surprised by these results. The pandemic forced all retailers 
to refocus on their customer experience offering, especially as so many 
stores were forced to closed, or in our case, certain sections of our stores 
close (such as the sales of general merchandise) due to the government 
restrictions. We have had to remap the store to enable customers to move 
efficiently through the aisles and determine how foot traffic moves among the 
aisles naturally. When discussing the pandemic and remapping stores, we talk 
about how to reduce the amount of contact customers have with each other, 
and that is very much a problem within the customer experience. 

There is also the issue of online versus physical retail customer experience. 
Most retailers have a very similar online store experience, but where you 
begin to distinguish yourself is in things like customer service and the end-to-
end customer journey. At Sainsbury’s, the customer experience is very much 
at the heart of everything we do, we make sure that our online presence 
matches up with our in-store experiences. For some retailers, this has not 
been a necessity, but now they are recognising the need to build it up, not 
just in the fact that people also buy from their websites, but they must begin 
to treat the customer differently so that no matter how they purchase,  
it is seamless.” 

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 

“I am not surprised to see the majority has allocated 31-40% of their budget 
to customer experience as brick-and-mortar retailers are looking to offer 
experiences that people can not get online or on their phone to compete with 
marketplaces i.e Amazon.com. I am also not surprised to see the second most 
popular budget allocation category is 41-50%, and I imagine that will grow 
significantly. More budget is being allocated to customer experiences as its 
impact is more widely recognised today, and retailers have matured in their 
understanding of the positive business outcomes that customer  
experience delivers.”

 Lauran Webb,  
 Conference Director,  
 Future Stores 2021

10%

21%

38%

27%

4%
11 – 20% 21 – 30% 31 – 40% 41 – 50% More than 50%
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Our respondents’ organisations are planning to invest in post-COVID-19 lockdown 
restrictions are artificial intelligence (AI), customer relationship management 
(CRM) and mobile apps

Which technologies is your organisation planning on investing in on COVID-19 
lockdown restrictions being lifted? Please select three

Artificial intelligence 38%

35%

33%

28%

25%

25%

19%

19%

17%

15%

14%

14%

7%

7%

4%

Customer relationship management  software

Mobile apps

GPS data for marketing and tracking the 
customer journey

‘Invisible’ payment technology (Apple Pay etc.)

Machine learning

Stock management tools

Augmented reality

In-store technology for store associates (iPads etc.)

Electronic shelf labels

Digital signage

Virtual reality

Security updates

3D apps

Data management software

“Most businesses will continue with their online stores to reach wider 
audiences; AI can help ensure seamless customer journeys and increased 
satisfaction. CRM software is key for consumer behaviour analytics and 
increasing customer loyalty, while mobile apps have been one of the most 
frequent ways to reach customers in the omnichannel world.” 

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“This is not that surprising; the first two point to an underlying demand: to 
improve the quality of data, how we use customer data, and what tools or 
technology can help us in that quest. Because if we want to improve the 
customer experience, we first have to invest in the use of data and the tech 
stack to deliver that experience. As an aside, the use of mobile apps and QR 
codes has made a bit of a comeback during COVID (think venue check-in or 
store collection), so it is not surprising that retailers are investing here also.”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“AI specifically offers retailers an entirely new level of data processing which 
leads to deeper business insights that are growing more valuable to increase 
sales. It also enables retailers to compete with marketplaces such as Amazon 
and other brick and mortar stores, and the technology is continuously 
improving. Improvements in CRM technology is also linked to AI which is  
why it was unsurprising that both categories were in the top three spends.  
AI customer identification supports existing CRM processes, allowing retailers 
to analyse in-store videos, identify customers, and track each customer’s 
position in the store. AI can also be used to identify the maximum capacity 
in-store following COVID guidelines. Mobile apps are an unsurprising trend 
as retailers’ omnichannel integration strategies are now more inclusive. It 
allows retailers to combine eCommerce, social media and mobile tech into a 
stronger, portable customer channel.”

 Lauran Webb,  
 Conference Director,  
 Future Stores 2021

“I think CRM has a significant role to play in the customer experience, and I 
think most retailers, particularly older retailers, have quite old CRM systems, 
putting CRM in focus. It is also not surprising that people are looking at AI and 
ML, since they have been hot topics for the last three years. I believe those 
pieces of technology can come across, a little bit like blockchain, as snake oil, 
but in reality when properly applied they can be very powerful. 

Mobile apps, are an obvious focus area, since the convenience of shopping 
anywhere and anytime is effective for customer interaction, so I think this 
customer focus is very strong all the way through.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://connectedstores.wbresearch.com
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 8

The majority of our respondents said mobile phones will have the most 
ROI post-COVID-19 when working with customers on the shop floor

Which workforce tools do you think will have the most ROI post-COVID-19 
when working with customers on the shop floor?

7%

23%

13%

39%

18%

iPads Stock management 
tools

Mobile phones Headphones Staff handheld 
devices

“It is encouraging to see that mobile phones 
rank as the number one ROI for shop floor tech 
in the survey, but I think the opportunity extends 
beyond customer needs. Our research has shown 
that ‘bring your own device’ for the store team 
can have a dramatic effect on team engagement, 
communication, workforce and shift agility, 
training and compliance. Retailers need to think 
of the mobile phone as the gateway to employee 
engagement as well as customer engagement.”

 Tristan Rogers,  
 CEO,  
 Concrete

“The use of technology by employees is becoming 
increasingly acceptable, especially since mobile 
phones are a necessity these days. Employees feel 
that mobile phones are more useful, user-friendly 
and portable; therefore this change is more likely 
to be accepted than other devices such as iPads or 
headphones.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development  
 Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“The simplest reason is that nearly everyone has 
one, but as new technology linking online to store 
(think live video shopping solutions like Hero or Go 
Instore) uses standard phones. It is much easier for 
store colleagues to stay connected to customers 
than ever before.”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“After months of store closings and social 
distancing due to COVID-19, retail customers and 
the retail workforce alike have shown a renewed 
need for human interactions. In fact, only a 
quarter plan to favour online shopping, with most 
expecting to return to a combination of digital and 
in-store. This is where your stores are your best 
assets: retailers who have well-trained advisors 
and true brand advocates will be those ready to 
meet built-up customer expectations straight 
upon reopening. In luxury particularly, brands like 
Hublot are already capitalising on personalisation 
and localisation, going as far as preparing store 
employees to become ‘luxury concierges’. 

Mobile solutions will be essential to creating these 
personalised, integrated and seamless customer 
experiences. Store associates equipped with a 
solution for retail performance on their mobile 
devices will be able to spend more time on the 
shop floor to focus on customers than in the 
back office. Mobile solutions are more versatile, 
enabling store teams to be instantly updated 
with the latest announcements, to gather field 
information and to easily share customer feedback 
for more informed decision-making on brand, 
merchandising or even compliance.”

 Benjamin Zenou,  
 Co-founder and CEO,  
 SimpliField

“It is expected that mobile phones will have the 
most ROI post-COVID-19 when working with 
customers on the shop floor as consumers are now 
using their mobile technology to price compare 
and research products before going in-store 
and purchasing. By offering in-store discount 
codes online via mobile apps, it encourages 
consumers to purchase in-store. Mobile phones 
enable retailers to increase customer experience 
and engagement through push messaging and 
loyalty points reward schemes. Furthermore, 
digital wallets on mobile devices have increased 
significantly as it enables customers to purchase 
in-store contact-free.”

 Lauran Webb,  
 Conference Director,  
 Future Stores 2021

“Mobile devices are important work tools for the 
store associates. When equipped with a POS in 
their smartphones, they are able to elevate the 
customer experience throughout the customer 
journey, work more efficiently with inventory 
management but also enable easy scale up and 
down as the season sale changes. The mobile 
device as a work tool has a huge ROI within retail.” 

 Jens Levin,  
 Co-founder and CEO,  
 Sitoo

“Mobile phones are a relatively inexpensive way 
to provide everyone in your organisation with 
plenty of computing power and high-resolution 
screens. Over the last few years, we have carried 
out a significant refurbishment of our in-store 
wireless networks.  Architected properly, you can 
give everyone reliable and quick access, get great 
learnings from the metrics you can collect, and 
enable colleagues to stay on the shop floor serving 
our customers.  And with the right mobile device 
management policies, your colleagues could even 
use their own devices, if they choose to. Without 
this kind of mobile tech, you are risking taking your 
people away from serving your customers just to 
huddle over the one shared PC.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
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We asked our respondents how their organisations are tracking the customer journey from 
online to offline in 2021. Here is what they told us:

“Developing content and 
analysing how customers 

are responding to content is 
what we have been working 

on.”

“We have not really fully 
gotten into this analytical 

subject as we are handling 
more immediate situations 

of building stability into 
business.”

“We have maximised our 
focus on online tracking as 
there are major challenges 

with offline tracking 
because of lack of activity 

offline.”

“Understanding the extent 
of the pandemic we have 

been focusing only on 
online customer journeys 

for now.”

“We are not really working 
on customer journeys 

right now, rather focusing 
on providing better 

experiences and availability 
of products and services.”

“There are unique data collection points 
across both online and offline channels for 
this purpose. This data is then analysed as 
individual channels and then collaborated 

for cross channel relevance.”

“We have left journey tracking for when the 
situation slowly moves back to normal. Right 
now there are too many disruptions and the 
market still persists in a high volatility zone”

“Instead of tracking customer journeys, 
we are providing them with an outline 

to follow and enter an omnichannel 
environment.”

“Loyalty schemes are the best and 
easiest way to get this done.”

“Targeted advertisement response and 
loyalty usage are important for us in this 

process.”

“A few methods organisations can use to track the 
customer journey from online to offline are: using 
track codes generated online to use in-store; click 
and collect schemes which help reduce customer 
waiting time and logistics; loyalty cards to help 
keep track of customer purchases and perform 
analytics with the available data to maintain 
customer loyalty; point of sale data collection that 
can be part of the last mile effort to collect data and 
maintain customer loyalty; and beacons which are 
becoming increasingly attractive to retailers (after 
all, that little reminder to a customer could make or 
break that sale).”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development  
 Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“This is a large topic! However, the comments here 
are not really surprising; organisations are focusing 
more on the operational here and now and product 
availability (e.g. do we have a click and collect 
option) rather than going into detailed mapping. 
However, those organisations with good data 
capture at relevant points in the customer journey 
will clearly fare the best in the future.”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“Looking at the respondents’ comments it is 
clear there is no solid thread but everything that 
is written is perfectly valid. There are various 
approaches, some recognise its value and do not 
intend to pursue it at the moment, while others feel 
it must be done and have discussed how to do so 
in fact. 

The comment about loyalty schemes was the most 
resonant, and I would totally agree that they are 
the best and easiest approach. In an omnichannel, 
multi-brand environment, creating a single 
customer identity can be a challenge. However, if 
you have a loyalty programme, by necessity giving 
all your customers a unique ID, you can leverage 
that in all settings, online and physical. Many 
loyalty programmes offer individualised vouchers 
for their customers, which can be of great value 
in suggesting alternative or unknown brands of a 
product they regularly buy.  Connect this with your 
online shopping apps, analyse the rich data you will 
expose and you will better understand and be able 
to guide your customer’s journey, truly bringing the 
online and offline worlds together.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
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“We are spending less time on decision-
making and developing strategies 
as the market keeps responding to 

COVID.”

“Most of our sustainability 
measures are now restricted 

to online channels.”

“We are pushed back a few steps in 
implementing new strategies but we 

would be ready once demand picks up 
with consistency.”

“We have reduced the 
number of products to 
maintain sustainability.”

“We had moved beyond sustainability 
and were targeting success but that 
has move a step back to achieving 

the sustainability we need under new 
circumstances.”

“Our research on strategies 
has taken a different route, 
one which includes more 
clauses and situations of 

COVID-19.”

“There were more checking and 
improvisations across all our strategies 

to keep business and operations in 
good shape.”

“A lot of our goals set almost a year 
and a half ago have been reorganised 

to keep the business in shape and 
responsive to the current situation.”

“COVID has made us more 
independent and we have 

gone local and this has 
provided a perfect platform 

for sustainability”

“It has pushed us back a couple of 
steps as investments and cash flows 
that were predicted earlier are not as 

expected since the past year.”

We asked our respondents how COVID-19 has impacted their organisations’  
existing sustainability strategy. Here is what they told us:

“COVID-19 has heightened the focus of businesses 
on business operations.  While some businesses 
claim to reach more local and independent 
audiences, such as organic food stores and second-
store communities (aligning with their business 
strategy); most businesses focus more on online 
strategies to concentrate on responding to the 
market situation caused by the lockdown.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development  
 Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“It is not surprising that sustainability is rising up 
the agenda; consumers are increasingly making 
purchasing decisions based on values and 
emotional connections – does this brand resonate 
with my values? And couple that with more people 
shopping locally and supporting local businesses 
than ever before.”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“From Sainsbury’s perspective, we are very 
committed and focused on climate change and 
becoming carbon neutral. For example, we are 
a partner for the upcoming UN climate change 
summit this November. To be fully committed and 
serious about sustainability it should be a guide in 
all your decisions and business strategy, whether 
that is related to where you source food from, what 
kind of transport you use, thinking about viable 
local sources, your carbon footprint, and so on. 
What respondents have said here is not surprising: 
climate change is the single biggest challenge that 
humanity faces and if we are all not part of a global 
solution regardless of what industry you work in 
or what you do in your day-to-day life, all points in 
between this must be at the top of our agendas.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
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PART TWO
Blending Digital and Physical Customer Channels

Omnichannel integrates different shopping methods 
such as in-store, online, and via mobile phone. Post-
COVID, European retailers can no longer afford a 
siloed approach to channel marketing. They must 
embrace the best of both worlds – the ease and 
personalisation of digital shopping and the sensory 
experiences of in-store shopping. 

The successful retailers of the future seamlessly blend 
digital and physical channels in the ‘connected store’ 
and allow shoppers the luxury of frictionless channel-
hopping. Our respondents certainly thought so. Over 
50% recognise a gap in the sense that customers 
do not get a true omnichannel experience when 
they shop with them and have made investing in 
omnichannel a top priority for their business.

In the post-COVID era, retailers that embrace 
omnichannel marketing and unifying marketing 
strategies will be the true winners. Consolidating all 
marketing channels, products, payment systems, and 
customer interactions promises to deliver a wholly 
integrated, measurable, and frictionless customer 
experience. In light of this, the majority of our 
respondents plan to invest in digital technology to 
make unified commerce a reality within the next 12 
months. 

At the height of the pandemic, one of the most 
intriguing topics was the future role of physical 
stores. Some industry analysts predicted an end to 
brick and mortar retail shopping, while others opined 
that physical stores remain the preferred shopping 
mode of choice. According to our findings, 53% of 
our respondents reported that they consider physical 
stores important or somewhat important to their 
businesses as retail bounces back from COVID-19. 

This finding from insiders is critical and aligns with 
conventional retail wisdom that shoppers do not 
follow one fixed path to purchase. The shopping 
journey may begin by browsing an online store and 
end with an in-store pickup. Equally, it could begin 
with window shopping at a mall and end with an 
online order. 

The verdict is that shoppers expect every order to 
be fulfilled quickly and efficiently, irrespective of the 
channel. Customers also expect a uniform/consistent 
shopping experience regardless of the channel they 
choose. European retailers, therefore, need to refine 
their omnichannel and unified commerce strategies to 
meet these expectations.
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The majority of our respondents think their customers do not get a true 
omnichannel experience when they shop with them

Do you think your customers get a true omnichannel 
experience when they shop with you?

41%

58%

1%
Yes No I do not know

“More than half of the respondents (58%) say that their customers do not 
get a true omnichannel experience when shopping with them. It is a lot, but 
considering the fact that the majority of retailers are still stuck with legacy 
retail technology that cannot deliver a true omnichannel experience, we 
believe that this number is actually even higher. To break down the silos 
between the different sales channels to enable seamless cross-channel 
shopping, retailers need to invest in best-of-breed cloud-native technology 
that is designed for integration.”

 Jens Levin,  
 Co-founder and CEO,  
 Sitoo

“Acquiring the technology necessary could take longer or cost more 
than expected. When COVID-19 accelerated and intensified the digital 
transformation, most companies did not anticipate the importance of the 
omnichannel experience. This left them behind in the race for seamless 
customer journeys.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“Most organisations still have many challenges in this area, with it usually 
coming down to a few key factors: modern tech stack or legacy systems; 
whether or not a real-time view of inventory is possible; how well the 
customer journey has been designed; and how well the business is organised 
around the customer.”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“It can be difficult for retailers to achieve a unified customer journey across 
all their multiple channels, so it is unsurprising that most respondents have 
said they believe their customers do not get a true omnichannel experience. 
There is growth potential as historically, brands with a strong omnichannel 
presence have better customer retention. I think retailers mostly said no 
because of how difficult it has been to offer an omnichannel experience to 
customers during the COVID-19 pandemic. Immersive experiences, associate 
connections/communication, etc. has proven to be difficult to fulfil whilst 
adhering to COVID-19 guidelines.”

 Lauran Webb,  
 Conference Director,  
 Future Stores 2021

“Many retailers have an online shopping presence, even smaller ones using 
platforms like Squarespace or Etsy to sell independently as a small boutique, 
and in some cases, these small shops offer better customer experiences than 
the large global chains. It is not surprising that a majority of respondents 
do not believe their customers receive a true omnichannel experience. This 
has been a challenge for many retailers since they have built their online 
business around their existing on-premises business and have had all sorts of 
pressures and growth stories, and it is difficult to scale customer experience 
like that unless it is kind of built-in. 

It is important to find out what your customers think and how they feel about 
your brand and services (omnichannel or otherwise) and really listen to their 
feedback. As long as you are always putting your customers first, offering 
great value and a great experience regardless of how they shop, you will build 
a business that is in it for the long run.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 
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56% of our respondents are planning to invest in digital technology to 
make unified commerce a reality within the next year

Do you plan to invest in digital technology to make 
unified commerce a reality?

“That the digital transformation has accelerated is made very clear by the big number of 
respondents planning to invest to make unified commerce a reality, already within 12 months. 
Though before investing it is important to investigate the APIs of the solution. Go for a 
software provider with a passion for creating the best possible APIs. This allows you to rebuild 
your IT architecture piece by piece and it gives you flexibility and a solid foundation to build 
on in the future.”

 Jens Levin,  
 Co-founder and CEO,  
 Sitoo

“Companies must understand customer needs and not presume what they want- ask 
customers what they want through surveys and feedback. It is also important to build value 
for customers and employees based on their requirements and expectations. This allows 
companies to give employees the information that they need to understand and align with 
the path to success. Furthermore, encouraging customer participation and feedback for 
customer inclusion can be critical to implementing unified commerce.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“Organise yourselves around the customer first, data second and then understand the key 
barriers to purchase, before making any investment or architecture decisions to remove  
those barriers and improve the experience.”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

 Yes, within the next 6 months
 Yes, within the next 6 – 12 months
 Yes, within the next 3 years

17%

39%

44%

“I am not surprised to see that most respondents said they are planning to invest in digital 
technology to make unified commerce a reality within the next year as the way in which 
technology is shaping retail, is dynamic and forward-looking. 

Due to COVID-19, consumer behaviour has changed dramatically, and retailers are looking 
to invest in the right technology for their unified commerce strategies that will fulfil the 
customers’ ever-evolving expectations in terms of the in-store experience. Furthermore, 
investing in technology will enable retailers to have a single view of their customers’ 
behaviour, regardless of their customers’ choice of channel for interactions.”

 Lauran Webb,  
 Conference Director,  
 Future Stores 2021

“I am surprised by the high percentage of respondents who said within the next three years. 
At many shows and conferences prior to the pandemic, there were many technologies being 
shown that tried to increase engagement without having to physically interact with people in-
store (robots, guided portals/AR etc.). There is a lot of innovative work being done to facilitate 
the conversion rate of customers being in-store browsing to finalising a purchase.  Many 
use the physical store to ‘browse’ and then order online because they believe they can get a 
lower price and get it delivered faster. Blend these two worlds you can provide an almost sci-fi 
experience when you walk into a store. 

My recommendation is to determine what you REALLY want to gain, prior to embarking  
on investing in any digital technology; there is no magic bullet. Take small steps, be brave,  
do not be afraid to take risks.  Try a few small experiments to see what works. I think poll  
your customers regularly, ask them to come check out the cutting-edge technology  
in your stores, and you will discover what works and what does not, so you can see what  
drives real value.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://connectedstores.wbresearch.com
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 14

The majority of our respondents said that investing in 
omnichannel is a top priority for their business

Is investing in omnichannel one of the top priorities 
for your business?

“Omnichannel has been the buzzword for the last few years and is set to 
remain in the spotlight for the coming years. Sometimes just a simple trigger 
can prompt customers to buy from them instead of their competitors. A little 
assistance through a digital channel can give an in-store shopping experience 
the competitive edge to stand out among the vast choices that customers 
face these days across digital platforms.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“Those that do not, will not survive.  
It is that simple!”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“Retailers are looking for a seamless integration between online and offline 
that enables a frictionless shopping experience, so it is to be expected that 
investing in omnichannel is a top priority for businesses. Due to COVID-19, 
- retailers are looking at how they can digitise and integrate their online to 
offline behaviours to overcome COVID restrictions. Shopping behaviour has 
shifted to an omnichannel approach and therefore, retailers are looking to 
invest in strategies that allows them to connect with customers across all 
channels  
to boost sales.”

 Lauran Webb,  
 Conference Director,  
 Future Stores 2021

57%
Yes

43%
No

“For us, this is critical: we are an omnichannel, multi-brand business, so 
there is no getting away from that. Omnichannel is not just about being in 
all the channels, but being in the ones you feel comfortable in and that you 
are interested in. Binary answers to this are not sufficient, the answer really 
does depend upon the business. For some, investing in omnichannel will be 
critical, for other businesses it will be less so.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 
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53% of our respondents consider physical stores important or somewhat 
important to their businesses as retail bounces back from COVID-19

How important is the role of your physical stores to your business as retail 
bounces back from COVID? Please rank on a scale of 1 – 5 given below.

Not important

Slightly important

Somewhat important

Important

Extremely important

10%

37%

36%

17%

0%

“I am surprised that the majority of retail respondents only ranked the 
importance of their stores as “slightly” and “somewhat” important. I think 
there could well be a backlash to online shopping in a number of categories, 
plus physical retail is primed for a shake-up that could really warrant 
investment in agile physical retailing. Landlords are leaning into creative ways 
of sharing the risk and reward of experiential retail, and I believe the prize for 
getting this right is huge.”

 Tristan Rogers,  
 CEO,  
 Concrete

“With the exception of essential businesses, due to government-mandated 
restrictions during the pandemic, most retail stores were forced to close their 
physical locations. As a results, these companies grew their online audience 
and focused on strengthening their online presence. Those respondents who 
do not consider the physical stores important to their business may have had 
a similar experience in online business growth and may be confident their 
customers will continue to make online purchases post-COVID.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“This is interesting, I wonder if it is skewed either by respondents’ positions 
in their organisation or the sector they operate in. With supermarkets, for 
example, physical stores are pretty important. Regardless, I think everyone 
understands how important it is for customers to have a physical touchpoint 
with their brand and products, and that will remain the case in the future.”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen

“I am not surprised to see that 53% of our respondents consider physical 
stores important to their businesses. As retail bounces back and stores play 
an important role in bringing society back to normal, customers are looking 
for ‘normality’ to be fast-tracked as soon as possible. Furthermore, customers 
are looking for better customer experiences that have been missed in the 
pandemic and that’s something retail stores can provide. 

Many online stores have struggled with demand and fulfilment throughout 
the pandemic, so having a physical store will help cope with the demand.”

 Lauran Webb,  
 Conference Director,  
 Future Stores 2021

“As digital only retailers have no physical stores, they must make up that 10% 
of those responses!   For us as a supermarket, physical retail will always be 
important, our stores are where we built our reputation for customer service.  

To start with, building an online presence in retail was challenging.  
Nowadays, there are a lot more vendors and turn-key solutions available off-
the-shelf. But, despite all of the digital advances and effects of the pandemic 
on economies worldwide, physical retail will always be important for many.  
It is up to the retailers to find better and more convenient ways for our 
customers to complete their journeys.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 
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PART THREE
Technology Investment Goals Post-COVID-19

The need for technological investment is another 
lesson learned from the pandemic. But, what specific 
problems can technology solve post-COVID? Our 
respondents stated that merchandising and trade 
operations challenges were their most significant 
pain point. There are also concerns regarding product 
training and implementation, store performance 
monitoring, store audits, and stock management. 

In addition, our respondents reported that their top 
three concerns that they hoped technology could 
help them alleviate are increasing in-store conversion, 
reducing travel and expense (T&E) costs, and 
improving team efficiency, respectively.

Efficiency, agility, and speed in all aspects of retail 
operations are critical for success post-COVID. As a 
result, every retail business should strive to invest in 
technology that creates efficiencies, saves money, 
and provides better products and services. 

There are several new technologies that retailers 
should explore post-COVID. For example, extended 
(virtual and augmented) reality offers retailers new 
ways of enhancing the customer experience. With 
new technologies such as predictive analytics, 
retailers can anticipate consumer trends and 
behaviours in the future.

Recommendation engines are also powerful tools that 
can help shoppers find items they never knew they 
needed and present options to them at appropriate 
times on their buying journey. 

Automation technology promises to reduce order 
processing time and improve inventory control 
significantly. In addition, robotic store assistants can 
help shoppers find merchandise and answer their 
questions. 

Other exciting technologies include face recognition, 
which can help retailers solve retail crimes, such as 
pilferage and shoplifting, and chatbots which can help 
customers solve post-sale problems without human 
intervention. Finally, we cannot forget the internet 
of things and smart equipment transforming the 
shopping experience.

Our respondents appreciate the need to increase 
their investment in technology post-COVID and 
reap the benefits touted above. Over 70% of 
respondents indicated their intention to invest in 
an integrated mobile platform for retail operations, 
communications, workflow automation, and advanced 
performance analytics. 

Powerful cloud-based mobile platforms built from 
the ground up and optimised for mobile devices 
can handle multiple complex integrations with 
legacy retail systems to enrich and make store data 
more meaningful. Integrated mobile platforms also 
expose all integrated and normalised data in APIs to 
propel future components of in-store apps, websites, 
consumer apps, service applications, kiosks, and any 
solution that needs the data these platforms make 
available.
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The majority of our respondents said their organisations are looking to invest  
in technology to solve their merchandising and trade operations challenges 

Which of the following is your biggest pain-point 
that you are looking for technology to solve?

25%
21% 20% 19%

15%

Merchandising and 
trade operations

Product training and 
implementation

Store performance 
monitoring

Store audits Stock management

“Merchandising and trade operations are central to increasing retail 
performance and delivering great customer experiences. Particularly after 
COVID-19, leading retailers have experienced that in order to guarantee 
consistency across large retail networks, technology for visual merchandising 
is key in enabling team collaboration across stores and locations, and for 
managers to get a clear view of store and team compliance. 

Centralising communication and operations in one digital and mobile tool 
empowers agile teamwork, performance and execution. On one hand, 
store teams can share customer feedback to the whole enterprise, enabling 
merchandising decisions to happen quickly. On the other hand, managers 
can organise their team’s activities, assign and track follow-up actions, and 
view results for every team and every store to optimise time and resources.”

 Benjamin Zenou,  
 Co-founder and CEO  
 SimpliField

“Product training, store audits and store performance monitoring are all 
heavily reliant on the store team. Retail brands need to think about how these 
processes can be delivered to the store team in a centralised and streamlined 
way. The key is to minimise the time it takes to carry out these functions and 
reports so the store team can maximise their time with the customer.”

 Tristan Rogers,  
 CEO,  
 Concrete

“It is not surprising that merchandising and trade operations are at the top 
of the list since they heavily depend on knowledgeable employees and 
analytics. Adopting technology for product training and implementation 
reduces workforce downtime and ensures employees are smoothly and 
cost-effectively trained compared to in-person training. For retail businesses 
behind on integrating store performance, now would be the ideal time to do 
it as the retrenchment and understaffing issue has been evident. 

In my experience, there was not a strong focus on store management 
technology resulting in a lot of manual work and analytics via Microsoft Excel; 
hence performance was not uniform across all stores. Pre-COVID, we had 
regional trainers who handled allocated stores in different areas; this was 
a costly expense regarding transportation. However, during the lockdown, 
we made our regional trainers conduct training online and use learning 
management systems to ensure business continuity and that all locations 
received the adequate required training.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“It is no surprise that merchandising and trading comes out top here, as it 
is the ‘make or break’ factor in delivering the weekly sales number. Whilst 
technology can help a lot, you will always need skilled human beings to 
trade! It is interesting that stock management comes out lower than product 
training (I would disagree with that, as it is critical).”

 Will Lockie,  
 Global Head of Digital,  
 Georg Jensen
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48% of our respondents said increasing in-store 
conversions is most important for their organisations

Which of the following is most 
important to your organisation?

“In-store conversion has to be the no.1 priority for any retailer. But we should 
also recognise the importance of the store team in that goal. An ill-educated, 
unengaged, and demotivated store associate will deliver low conversion, low 
basket value and poor customer experience. A retailer’s store conversion is 
the aftermath of the investment in its store team.”

 Tristan Rogers,  
 CEO,  
 Concrete

“As businesses start re-opening in May, as we saw after the first lockdown, 
we anticipate a surge in in-store purchases. Clearly, customers still prefer the 
in-store experience for high expenditure purchases such as furnishings and 
automotive. The personalised experience of in-store service is preferred when 
shopping for luxury goods, and it is likely to stay that way in the near future.” 

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“I think this comes back to the focus on delivering a good customer 
experience. If organisations do that well, the conversions will come.”

 Will Lockie,  
  Global Head of Digital,  

Georg Jensen

21%

31%

48%

Improving team 
efficiency

Decreasing T&E 
costs by manag-

ing stores virtually

Increasing in-
store conversions

“Retailers (with a physical footprint) are primarily concerned with getting 
customers back into their stores. With people coming out of the lockdown 
and having already spent considerable money online for 18 months, our 
shared goal is to get them back in the stores spending money – and, surprise 
fact, not everyone wants to or can shop online! The retail industry is all about 
showing offers and products off in the best light to build a commitment 
to purchase while customers are in our stores: getting those in-store 
conversions is essential.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 
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70% of our respondents said they would invest in an integrated mobile platform 

Would you invest in an integrated mobile platform for retail 
operations, communications, workflow automation, and advanced 
performance analytics?

70%
Yes

30%
No

“COVID-19 has taught us that the retail industry is ripe for change. Retailers 
are getting leaner and more agile; the retail workforce is becoming younger 
and more diverse; and specialised/selective retail models are emerging as a 
key complement to digital and direct to consumer sales. Long-contemplated 
cost reductions and process efficiencies are now being brought to the 
forefront of management discussions. 

It is no surprise that a fully integrated mobile platform for retail operations, 
communications and workflow automation can help retailers and brands 
deliver on the promise of providing their customers and their teams with an 
excellent experience, every day and in every store. At SimpliField, over 130 
international retailers trust our mobile app to see their business running in 
real-time and empowering teams at all levels to collaborate and align on the 
same strategic objectives.”

 Benjamin Zenou,  
 Co-founder and CEO,  
 SimpliField

“It is not surprising that retail businesses are focusing on integrating mobile 
platforms for various business purposes and relying on mobile technology 
to get the job done. As businesses rush to make sure they are integrating 
mobile platforms to ensure business continuity, it is surprising that 30% of 
respondents are choosing not to incorporate mobile technology.  

Regardless of whether an app is developed from scratch or built with a 
mobile app builder, businesses should emphasise security, speed, scalability, 
and continuous evolution. Otherwise, stagnant apps will be abandoned.”

 Sorensen Lau,  
 Former Business Development Manager,  
 TGV Cinemas 

“Whilst I think a lot of retailers would like to invest in this type of technology, 
sadly, it is often further down the priority list. Often retail teams are ‘busy 
enough’ without having another layer of tech or comms, and always the 
focus should be on the good customer experience. So my advice in these 
cases is always ‘trial it’. If it actually works to tangibly improve the customer 
experience, and you can then build a good business case off the back of that, 
then it is hard to argue against it.”

 Will Lockie,  
  Global Head of Digital,  

Georg Jensen

“This data surprises me. I would have expected almost 80-90% of 
respondents to have said yes. It is my belief that any business would invest 
in a mobile platform for everything and get all the advantages from data 
analytics derived from it. I cannot think of any reason not to want that. 

The most important thing you need to keep in mind today is being realistic 
about what you can accomplish and understanding what value each step 
brings.”

 Paul Fletcher,  
 Senior Architect - Hosting,  
 Sainsbury’s 

https://www.wbresearch.com/insights
https://connectedstores.wbresearch.com
https://www.simplifield.com


Leveraging Technology for Growth in 2021:  
A Strategic Restructuring of Retail Post-COVID 20

CONCLUSION
As retail managers across Europe make the switch 
from crisis management to recovery post-COVID, 
they must innovate. ‘Innovate or die’ may have been a 
cliché a year ago, but today, it is the solemn truth with 
the hindsight of COVID. 

The CX is a vital part of the recovery equation. As 
confirmed by our survey of 100 Directors of Retail and 
similar from organisations across Europe, the majority 
of respondents indicated that over a third of their 
marketing budget is dedicated to improving CX.

Investing in omnichannel and unified commerce is 
another critical component of recovery. Many of our 
respondents said they had not yet implemented this 
and that their shoppers do not receive the whole 
omnichannel experience. Even so, investing in 
omnichannel and unified commerce platforms is not 
enough; retailers must go the extra mile and make 
sure the silos between digital and physical channels 
are brought down. It is also noteworthy that the 
feedback from our respondents indicates that physical 
stores are here to stay, contrary to the prevailing 
wisdom at the height of the pandemic.

Most of our respondents recognise that technology 
investment can help them adequately improve CX and 
blend their digital and physical marketing channels. 
Over 70% of our respondents indicated that they 
would invest in an integrated mobile platform for retail 
operations, communications, workflow automation, 
and advanced performance analytics.

This is a good sign because a holistic, technology-
enabled ‘reboot’ could lift European retailers’ fortunes. 
However, achieving success requires retailers to 
define a roadmap and set up a ‘control tower’ to 
avoid launching a series of poorly thought out and 
executed roll-outs. Choices around technology are 
completely interlaced with those around shopper 
value propositions, operating models, and people. 
Larger retailers must also account for the impact 
on the broader community and their overall social 
responsibility.
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About SimpliField

SimpliField is leading the retail digital transformation by helping companies empower their talent 
with the tools they need to perform at their best. As the first fully integrated mobile platform for 
retail operations, communications and advanced performance analytics, we open the door for 
real-time, end-to-end analysis and business process optimisation in a way that has never been 
possible before. Today, over 130 leading international brands and retailers spanning 400K stores 
in 65 countries trust SimpliField to help them deliver on the promise of providing their customers 
and their teams with an excellent experience, every day and in every store. To learn more, visit 
simplifield.com.
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We use research-based content to drive conversations, share insights and deliver results. Connect 
with our audience of high-level decision-makers in Europe and Asia from industries including: 
Retail & eCommerce, Supply Chain & Procurement, Finance, as well as many more. From 
whitepapers focused on your priorities, to benchmarking reports, infographics and webinars,  
we can help you to inform and educate your readers and reach your marketing goals at the  
same time. 

Contact us to find out how your business could benefit from: 
• Year-round access to our network of decision-makers and industry-leaders 
• In-depth research on current fast-moving issues and future trends 
• Lead generation campaigns that fit your priorities 
• Promoting your organisation as an authority in your industry

To find out more, contact: 
Andy Christofi 
Future Stores Commercial Director 
T: +44 (0)20 7368 9419 
E: andy.christofi@wbr.co.uk

About WBR Insights
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