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Insights for serving the future shopper



Recent ABS data highlights the central role of physical retail 
for Australian shoppers. 

For example, in April 2021, 91% of all retail dollars were spent 
in physical stores. In fact, of the 9% of sales that were made 
online, only 3% of these were made by pure-play retailers 
(retailers who only sell online). 

Physical stores are also on the minds of Australian retail 
executives. Nearly 1 in 3 (32%) predict that customer 
expectations will increase over the next 12 months.  

The single most important statistic for all retailers is that 
72% of Australians love shopping in-stores.  Unfortunately, 
30% also say that they find customer service levels are 
generally bad or mediocre. 

The opportunities for competitive differentiation around 
superior customer service are immense.
The demands on the ability of staff to deliver superior 
customer service will only grow, however, since 54% of 
Australians would already like to be able to schedule an 
appointment to conduct their in-store shopping and be 
assured of personalised customer service. This is likely to 
become the new service expectation.

The findings in this report are based on facts derived  
from the in-depth analysis of recent data from a wide  
range of sources.

Sej Patel, Country Director, Toluna, Australia & New Zealand 

“Shoppers want to touch and feel products,
to try them on, to speak to customer support 
people in real life. Bricks-and-mortar retailers can 
take comfort in this and continue to provide the 
best in-store experiences for their customers.”

Executive summary
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KEY
FINDINGS

1. Shoppers greatly value in-store staff and will 
value them even more in the future.

2. They want more staff interactions, and they 
don’t want technology replacing personal 
contact.

3. The three elements of retail customer 
service are skills, knowledge, and 
capabilities; all of these benefit from 
effective staff training.

4. Interpersonal skills training must 
incorporate effective listening and being 
able to understand other people’s needs and 
perspectives.

5. Product knowledge training is essential in 
meeting customer expectations and so is 
keeping staff fully informed about current 
sales and promotions.

6. Ensuring that all staff are well trained in 
addressing the basics of store processes is 
critical to avoid disappointing customers.

7. Shoppers want staff to have access to 
technology that can help them do their  
jobs better.



Retail is in a constant state of flux. 

New times require new strategies and, now more than ever, new strategies 
need to be customer centric.

As leaders in retail training, we wholeheartedly believe that your people are the 
key to your success.

Our entire ethos focuses on helping retailers grow by tapping into the potential 
hidden in their business through training that changes behaviour.

Understanding what your customers expect from your team is an important 
piece of the puzzle. Knowing this will help you support your team’s growth, 
improve sales and drive your business to the next level.

This report takes a future-focused look at shoppers by leveraging the best 
and most up-to-date data to look beyond the hype and cliches and provide 
actionable insights that help drive real growth.

Physical retail is changing rapidly, and so are the demands on   
customer-facing staff.

As your business evolves to constantly exceed customer expectations, so 
too should the tools you implement to support your teams. Retail is a people-
focused business, after all, and your people are at the helm of your success. 

The findings in this report validate what we know: shoppers still value human 
interaction over everything else. They want to engage with people who can 
leverage their skills, knowledge, and capabilities to provide a retail experience 
that is more than just a transaction.

While this report has been written with consumer expectations at its forefront, 
it will also help you leverage what your customers expect from your team, and 
help you empower your team to meet those expectations.

Foreword
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Anya Anderson
Chief Executive
RedSeed



While everyone shops in physical stores from time to time, 72% of 
Australians prefer it. 

And as 75% believe staff have a moderate to high degree of impact 
on their brand experiences,  it is critical that retailers help their 
staff provide the best service possible. Particularly as 10% of 
Australians say they will pay more for good service. 

One of the main reasons staff have such a big impact on customer 
satisfaction is because most shoppers (72%) prefer talking to 
someone face to face.  Retail staff also prefer to speak face to 
face (80%) so it’s clearly the best way to communicate in a retail 
environment.

Studies have found that despite growing use of self-service 
technology, staff continue to play an important role in 
shoppers’ overall satisfaction with a retail experience. 

It’s not surprising then that 80% of Australian shoppers want more 
human interaction from retailers in the future, not less. Part of the 
reason may be because 65% of shoppers believe retailers have lost 
touch with the human element by relying too much on technology. 

 Clayton Pyne, CEO, Humanforce

“One bad experience or poor customer 
service interaction could see a 
shopper abandoning their purchase, 
or even the entire brand, forever, and 
being sent straight to a competitor.”

How important 
are store staff?

• Shoppers greatly value in-store staff and will value 
them more in the future.

• They want more staff interactions, and they don’t 
want technology replacing personal contact.
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Source 11

Shopper & retail staff
preferred communication channels

72%

80%

In person

45%

61%

Email

33%

68%

Phone (talk to person)

20%

17%

Online chat

13%

31%

Text message

How shoppers prefer to communicate with retailers

How retail staff prefer to communicate with shoppers

http://netstorage.ringcentral.com/ebook/2020_retail_research_report.pdf


82%

76%

75%

81%

78%

84%

Australians have very clear ideas of what they expect 
from all customer service staff (including retailers), and 
communication is central to meeting these expectations.

The chart at left highlights that communicating with 
customers involves a range of skills. For example, it’s obvious 
that listening (84%) is important when speaking with 
customers but it’s also important to customers that staff 
show them that they value their time (76%).

It’s well accepted that effective listening, sometimes called 
active listening, is a skill that most people need to develop via 
training. Similarly, the ability to ‘put yourself in the customers’ 
shoes’ and truly understand shoppers’ needs is also a skill that 
can be improved with the appropriate training.

To a greater or lesser degree, training can help staff better 
meet customer expectations in all of these areas.

In a retail environment, general customer service expectations 
translate into three broad areas: skills, knowledge, and 
capabilities, all of which require staff training in order to 
provide them at an outstanding level.

For 42% of shoppers, inconsistent service is one of the main 
aspects that undermines or damages their trust in a retailer. 
Staff training has been proven to be the most effective way of 
ensuring a consistent level of customer service.

Jane Calleja,
Director of Talent, Capability 

and Development APAC,
Weber-Stephen

Products Co. (Australia)

“If delivering 
exceptional 

customer service 
is part of your 

brand promise, 
making a great 

first impression
is imperative to 

build loyalty.”

What is good 
customer service?

The three elements of retail customer service are 
skills, knowledge, and capabilities, and all of these 
benefit from effective staff training.
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Listen to them

Understand their needs

Provide consistent answers

Solve their problems immediately

Value their time

Respond quickly

Source 15

General consumer expectations of customer service staff

https://content.genesys.com/the-connected-customer-experience-apac/connected-cx-Australia


EXPECTATIONS
OF RETAIL STAFF

Capabilities

Skills
Know

ledge



Specific skills that Australian shoppers expect from retail 
staff include that they:
• Are friendly and offer to help (89%) 
• Help me get the most out of products (42%) 
• Use their personal product experience to help me (10%) 
• Suggest complementary products (5%) 

Just as most retailers put a large amount of effort and money 
into expressing their brand values in physical store design 
and environment, it is equally important that they put a 
similar effort into ensuring that their customer service style 
also fits their brand.

Humans are always greatly influenced by their first 
impressions of someone. On the shop floor, this usually 
occurs when a staff member offers to help. At that point,  
the staff member is directly communicating the retailer’s 
brand values. 

Effective staff training and management are the only ways 
in which retailers can ensure that their staff are actually 
consistently expressing their brand during these first 
interactions.

What skills do shoppers expect staff to have?

And if a retailer needs any more motivation, they should 
remember that 58% of shoppers cite unhelpful staff as the 
most annoying aspect of shopping.  

Even worse, 72% of Australians will stop shopping with a 
brand after a single unfriendly service experience. 

After being friendly and offering to help, the second most 
important staff skill is to help the customer get the most out 
of the product. 

To do this, the staff member needs to do more than just 
list a product’s features and benefits; they must first listen 
to the customer, then understand their needs, and then 
quickly respond with the information the customer wants 
(which corresponds to consumers’ general expectations of 
customer service staff). 

The same applies to the two other skills: elements of 
using their personal experience to help the customer, and 
suggesting complementary products. Staff training has the 
potential to improve all of the skills that shoppers want from 
retail staff.

David Power, Training and People 
Development, Anaconda Group

“From the moment you 
approach a customer, your 

behaviour, attitude, and 
personal presentation will 
influence your customer’s 

decision to buy.”

Interpersonal skills training must incorporate 
effective listening and being able to understand other 
people’s needs and perspectives.
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Are friendly and 
offer to help 

89%

Help to get the most
out of products

42%

Use their personal product 
experience to help me

10% 5%

Suggest complementary 
products

Source 24, 25, 26, 27

Skill 
expectations 
of store staff

Skills

https://humanforce.com/news/australian-consumers-retail-store-expectations-intensify-amidcovid-19/
https://www.rga.com/news/press-releases/australias-loyalty-crisis-new-report-uncovers-astaggering-60-of-customers-in-australia-unlikely-to-return
https://www.manh.com/en-au/resources/ebook/retail-2021-vision-key-insights-retail-andevolution-omnichannel
https://www.manh.com/en-au/resources/ebook/retail-2021-vision-key-insights-retail-andevolution-omnichannel


69%
Are knowledgeable 
about in-store or online 
sales and promotions

Raghav Sibal, ANZ MD,
Manhattan Associates

“Now more than 
ever, consumers 

have higher 
expectations for 
store associates 
to go above and 

beyond to give them 
the service and get 
them the products 

they desire.”

What knowledge do shoppers expect staff to have?

Across all retail sectors, staff being knowledgeable about all the 
products in the store is important to 64 per cent of shoppers. 

Many retailers go so far as to promote the expertise of their staff in 
their marketing.

While detailed product knowledge may not be so important in FMCG, 
it is critically important to shoppers when purchasing in high-value or 
complex product categories, such as furniture or technology, when 
shoppers want to minimise the chance of making the wrong choice.

Sadly, 88% of Australian consumers said that they find they know 
more about a brand and its products than the store staff. 

This statistic highlights the competitive advantage that can be gained 
from staff who have received product knowledge training and support.  
It’s vital to remember, however, that all the product knowledge in the 
world is useless unless the staff member is first trained in how to 
effectively listen to customers and understand their needs.

Beyond staff’s knowledge of products, even more shoppers think it’s 
important that staff are knowledgeable about in-store or online sales 
and promotions (69%).  As promotions change regularly, it’s important 
that staff are  kept up to date on all current     
marketing activities. 

Product knowledge training is essential in meeting    
customer expectations and so is keeping staff fully 
informed on current sales and promotions.

64%
Are knowledgeable 
about all products
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Expectations
of store staff’s

knowledge
Source 32, 33

Know
ledge

https://humanforce.com/news/australian-consumers-retail-store-expectations-intensify-amidcovid-19/
https://humanforce.com/news/australian-consumers-retail-store-expectations-intensify-amidcovid-19/


Long wait times are the most annoying part of in-store 
shopping for 56 per cent of shoppers. Nearly one in two 
(48%) staff members recognise how frustrating wait times 
are for shoppers.  

Given that everyone agrees it’s important, what is causing the 
delays? Technology obviously plays a part; however, delays 
are often due to staff not having the skills or experience to do 
what is required. 

For example, 62% of shoppers expect staffers to process 
purchases, returns and click-and-collect transactions quickly.  

Performing these tasks is typically one of the first skills that 
is taught to new retail staff. These statistics should remind 
retailers how important it is to get that training right or they 
risk upsetting a significant proportion of customers.

What capabilities do shoppers expect staff to have?

Out-of-stocks will also be an issue for both shoppers and 
retailers. By and large, shoppers understand that from time 
to time, various items will be out of stock. They also have 
specific expectations of retail staff in this situation:
• Know when out-of-stock products or new products  

are due in-store (59%) 
• Offer to check if an out-of-stock item is available in   

a store nearby (42%) 
• Be able to order an out-of-stock item and have it  

delivered to my home (17%) 

Delivering on these expectations requires training in 
technology and store processes – for example, to check 
stock levels – but also training in customer interaction, as far 
as knowing to offer to check stock in other stores.

• Ensuring that all staff are well trained in addressing 
the basics of store processes is critical to avoid 
disappointing customers.

• Shoppers want staff to have access to technology 
that can help them do their jobs better.
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Stock checking is so important to Australian shoppers that 
42% of them want staff to have handheld stock devices with 
them at all times. This technology may be a good investment 
for many retailers, as US research has found that equipping 
staff with handheld stock and price checkers can increase 
purchase likelihood by 43%, return visits by 12% and basket 
value by 81%. 

62% 59% 42% 17%

Are able to process purchases, 
returns, and click-and-collect 

transactions quickly 

Source 39, 40, 41, 42

Capability expectations of store staff

Know when out-of-stock 
products or new products 

are due in-store 

Offer to check if an
out-of-stock item is 

available in a store nearby

Can order an
out-of-stock item and have 

it delivered to my home

Capabilities

https://humanforce.com/news/australian-consumers-retail-store-expectations-intensify-amid- covid-19/
https://www.rga.com/news/press-releases/australias-loyalty-crisis-new-report-uncovers-a- staggering-60-of-customers-in-australia-unlikely-to-return
https://www.manh.com/en-au/resources/ebook/retail-2021-vision-key-insights-retail-and- evolution-omnichannel
https://www.manh.com/en-au/resources/ebook/retail-2021-vision-key-insights-retail-and- evolution-omnichannel


Among Australians, 4 in 5 (80%) feel it is important to shop at  
local retailers.  

For the majority (70%), shopping locally means within their own 
 suburb and for 50% it includes a focus on small and/or independently 
owned stores. 

While 71% of Australians will shop more with retailers located near 
them because they want them to stay open, more than 1 in 3 (37%) 
shop near home because of the customer service they receive.   

Shoppers value the staff at local retailers in many ways that recognise 
their contribution to the local community, and the benefits they offer 
that can’t be delivered via online retailing.  These include helping to 
create a feeling of belonging in the community (48%) and sharing the 
community’s interests and passions (48%). 

As previously discussed, all retail staff need training in a wide range 
of interpersonal skills and product knowledge, along with training in 
certain tasks. But the results above indicate that shoppers want even 
more from the staff at local retailers.

Customers want these staffers to share the community’s interests 
and passions. The good news is that staff members who have been 
well trained in customer service will instinctively deliver these qualities, 
simply by being good listeners and understanding customers’ needs.

Why is local retailing 
important?

Effective training in interpersonal skills will help staff 
offer the particular community-related qualities that 
shoppers want from local retailers. 
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They help create a feeling of belonging within the community

They share the community’s interests and passions

They deliver personalised customer service

They provide a human-to-human connection

They have relevant expertise

48%

48%

42%

46%

44%

Source50

Ways retail staff add value to their local communities

Daniel Hill, Policy Principal, Committee for Sydney

“Our local high streets are the 
beating heart of the community.”

https://www.shopify.com/pos/retail-australia
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