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Executive Summary

C

OVID-19 is a paradigm shift for retail,

This industry outlook report deconstructs the

accelerating consumer adoption of

changes wrought in 2020 and identifies three

e-commerce shopping and calling into

phases of recovery that must be addressed for

question brick-and-mortar retail as the default

retailers that want to emerge from the calm

shopping option.

of the storm and weather the next set of

But as the retail economy begins to re-open
and consumers return to more traditional in-

challenges ahead:

•

store shopping behaviors, it’s become clear
that brick-and-mortar retail is far from dead.
It’s merely evolving, caught in the calm eye of

requirements of customers.

•

Nothing will change the fundamental consumer

Leveraging the unique strengths and
advantages of a physical retail space.

the hurricane before permanent changes sweep
through the entire industry.

Meeting the evolving and long-term safety

•

Blending online and off into an intentional
and effective omnichannel strategy.

preference for immediate gratification,

It’s no longer optional to maintain a comparable

customer service and community, which

online presence, down to the consumer

inevitably drives consumers in store. But

experience and integration with physical-

COVID-19 has introduced a much larger mix

store operations. Retailers that wish to sustain

of the population to the convenience and

revenue — or even increase it — must lean

safety of shopping online. As a result, retailers

into the unique advantages of brick-and-

have had to upgrade e-commerce from an

mortar while simultaneously championing an

alternative revenue stream to an equally

integrated, omnichannel approach to all sales.

important part of managing their brand.
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Introduction

R

ight up to the moment COVID-19 shut

Despite touting double-digit growth since 2015,4

down nonessential brick-and-mortar

e-commerce has played a supporting role in retail

businesses, as much as 90% of sales1

sales. While some established retailers had the

in the $3.51 trillion retail industry2 took place in

forethought to develop their online audiences to

person. The global pandemic has affected these

support their physical-store footprint, others did

numbers. Consumers shop more online, bringing

not. The retailers that did not have suffered the

e-commerce penetration to as high as 27% in

most during COVID-19 — and are the ones that

categories such as clothing and apparel.3

must change if they wish to weather the storm.

But this is not the death of the brick-and-mortar
store — it is the birth of a truly omnichannel
approach to retail.

COVID-19 Consumer Preferences Before and After
U.S. consumers expect to shop
more online in the future

23%

But many hope to resume usual
shopping habits soon

38%

Millennials

Millennials

22%

50%

Gen X

17%
Boomers

Research courtesy of Forrester and Manhattan Associates5

Gen X

56%

Boomers
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“Before COVID, many retailers approached

To recover, maintain and expand business,

e-commerce primarily as an alternative revenue

retailers must leverage their brick-and-mortar

stream and the internet itself as simply a

footprint and in-store experience to attract

marketing tool,” said Howard Meitiner, managing

shoppers back in-store, while also upgrading the

director, Carl Marks Advisors and former CEO of

online experience to build relationships online.

Sephora. “The pandemic accelerated every trend
that had been developing for the last

This report deconstructs the changes wrought in
2020 and identifies three phases of recovery that

five years and really affected those retailers

must be addressed for retailers to fully recover:

that hadn’t moved quickly enough to embrace
the omnichannel aspect of future retail and

•

Meeting the evolving and long-term safety

•

Leveraging the unique strengths and

•

Blending online and off into an intentional and

online behavior.”
Brick-and-mortar retail is no longer considered
the safe way to shop in retail. There are barriers
to entry, from travel restrictions to fear of safety
to ongoing inconvenience. And e-commerce

requirements of customers.

advantages of a physical retail space.

effective omnichannel strategy.

specializes in meeting those needs.

COVID’s Impact on E-Commerce
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Meet the evolving and long-term
safety requirements of customers

I

t’s been a year of upheaval for retailers.
Forced shutdowns of nonessential businesses
contributed to a ripple effect of layoffs,

bankruptcies and permanent closures. But for
the retailers that survived the first wave of the
storm, what stands out is how the pandemic
has affected consumer shopping behavior.
According to a Shopkick survey of 25,000
consumers,6 76% have changed their shopping

Potentially Permanent Changes
for In-store Safety in Retail
Signage clearly stating policies around
masks and social distancing.
Masks and hand sanitizer near
all entrances and restrooms.

behavior because of the pandemic. Furthermore,
60% are afraid to shop in-store and 72% shop
less often. McKinsey and Company found similar
sentiments, reporting that more than 75% of
consumers have experimented with a different
shopping behavior during the crisis, such as
trying new brands and places to shop.7
“With nonessential retail stores closed and

Regular cleaning and sanitizing
throughout the store.
Increased spacing for customers throughout
the store and in the checkout line.
Partitions between
customers and staff.

concerns about their safety shopping in-store,
many consumers were left with no choice but
to shop online,” said Jennifer DiPasquale,
co-founder of the Women in Retail Leadership
Circle. “Reluctant to go in-store, many
customers are shopping online for the first time,
particularly older demographics. The question
that remains to be answered is how far into the
future this behavior will continue and how long it
will take for consumers to head back into brickand-mortar stores at previous levels.”
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Savvy retailers have been quick to adopt hybrid

“In-store safety will continue to be a moving

online and offline fulfillment models that limit in-

target,” said Kevin Swanwick, senior director,

store shopping time, such as Buy Online, Pick

retail solutions at Manhattan Associates. “But

Up In Store (BOPIS) and curbside delivery, and

what we do know is that no customer wants

demand for those options will not disappear

to walk into a newly opened store and see

overnight. But retailers that want to support

everything look exactly the way it was before

in-store traffic when it returns to previous

the pandemic. To build confidence in returning

levels must continuously adjust the shopping

to the store, you need to know your geography

environment for safety and communicate

and your customers and understand what kinds

those changes to customers so they remain

of technology and store reconfiguring will make

comfortable shopping in-person.

customers feel safe.”
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Leverage the unique
strengths and advantages
of a physical retail space

E

-commerce will continue to play a

consumers must overcome safety concerns and

strong role in a retailer’s ability to meet

the gravity of new online shopping habits that

customer needs, even as the effects

pull them away from stores, retailers will do well

of the pandemic wear off and consumers

to leverage the unique strengths and advantages

move back to in-store shopping. But because

their brick-and-mortar locations offer.

Unique Strengths of Brick-and-Mortar Retail
Immediate gratification
The ability to walk into a store and go
home with a product need is incredibly
valuable, evidenced by the herculean
push for online retailers like Amazon to
shorten delivery times from two days, to
one day, to same day, down to the hour.

Knowledgeable support
Access to knowledgeable and
personable customer service
representatives is a powerful magnet for
in-store shopping.

Experiential retail
The appeal of handling and trying on
products — across categories, but
especially in apparel and footwear —
is a powerful draw for consumers.

Community
Especially as consumers emerge from a
long period of time without engaging with
community, the urge to enter “the third
space” outside work and home will be
very strong.

Safe shopping
Retailers can increase the safety
of in-store experiences with
technological advancements, such
as contactless payments and voiceactivated digital kiosks.

Product discoverability
Exploring a retail store and discovering
new products and brands offers
customers a unique experience.

Human nature
Brick-and-mortar retail is the natural
incumbent in retail, the default way that
humans know to shop and socialize.
7

The need for consumers to return in-store
isn’t born out of a desire to maintain the large
physical-store footprint of established brands.
It’s a much more serious matter of maintaining
revenue and building on more profitable
consumer behaviors.
“Some of the things that are working for retailers
right now aren’t profitable or efficient enough
to continue that way,” said Amy Tennent, senior
director, product management at Manhattan
Associates. “It varies by geography, store and
product, but retailers will want to optimize
strategies for welcoming consumers back into
the store to browse, explore and buy.”

Online to off, and back again:
Why DTC brands are opening brick-and-mortar stores
The Interactive Advertising Bureau (IAB) found that, for all their success in online-only channels,
30% of e-commerce and direct-to-consumer retailers have a long-term goal of opening a brickand-mortar store.8 This follows in the footsteps of brands such as Allbirds, Bonobos and more.9
But the value that comes from moving online to off is not just about
revenue. In fact, few retailers find the foot traffic, sales and halo effect
associated with physical locations to be worth the expense.10
The purpose of moving offline is much more specific and relational:
educating and connecting with customers, building confidence and trust,
and capturing information about customer preferences.11 And these are
the very benefits and experiences brick-and-mortar retailers should focus
on creating in their stores post-COVID.
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Blend online and off into
an intentional and effective
omnichannel strategy

A

lthough 92% of executives are aligned

online shopping and fulfill orders, those that did

on the need for an omnichannel strategy,

make those investments pre-crisis will emerge

barely more than half feel they have

from this period healthier than ever. And as

the right processes (52%), technology (52%) or

COVID-related restrictions evolve, a consumer’s

metrics (46%) in place to achieve those strategies.

ability to seamlessly engage with a retailer’s

This reveals the most important opportunity for

online and offline shopping experience could be

retailers to act on — making their omnichannel

the deciding factor between which retailers make

strategy a top priority.

it through to the other side of the pandemic.”

“Retailers must prioritize both their brick-and-

Yes, brick-and-mortar traffic and revenue will

mortar locations and e-commerce options

continue to normalize. But that normalization

to remain competitive and successful, as

must be accompanied by a holistic approach

consumers look to utilize both,” said Dave Fisch,

that serves the same excellent experience in-

CEO at Shopkick, a consumer shopping app with

person and online. This is a complex and long-

millions of active users and more than 250,000

term endeavor, but there are five foundational

retail partnerships. “While some retailers have

steps retailers can use to ensure they’re moving

struggled to keep up with the major uptick in

toward this goal.

C-suite Alignment on Omnichannel Strategy
Retailers still need to work on their omnichannel strategies...
C-Suite Alignment
92%

Our C-suite
team is aligned
with the need for our
omnichannel strategy.

CEO Vision
81%

Our CEO has a
clear vision for
our omnichannel
strategy.

Processes
52%

Technology
52%

We have the right
processes in place
to execute on
a consistent
omnichannel strategy.

We have the
right technology to
execute our
omnichannel strategy.

Research courtesy of Forrester and Manhattan Associates12

Metrics
46%

We have the right
metrics in place
to measure the
effectiveness of our
omnichannel strategy.
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Blending online and off into an intentional and effective omnichannel strategy:
1. Study new consumer behavior
2. Shorten the timeline
3. Build on technology
4. Prepare to pivot
5. Create a holistic online-to-offline customer experience

Walmart’s E-Commerce Fashion Journey
Walmart’s journey of e-commerce fashion acquisitions since 201613 presents a study of this interplay
of e-commerce and brick-and-mortar retail, an example of an established brand with physical
locations building or acquiring online brands to expand its digital footprint.
Walmart has since sold investments like ModCloth and dismantled the Jet.com leadership team,14
but has continued its pursuit of online partnerships with Shopify and ThredUp, and more.

2016
Jet.com ($3.3 billion)

2017

2018

Bonobos
($330 million)

Eloquii
($100 million)

Moosejaw
($51 million)

BareNecessities.com
(Unspecified)

ModCloth
($50 million)
Shoebuy
($71 million)

2019

2020

Relaunches
liquidated Scoop
brand15 (Undisclosed)

Shopify partnership
to bring Shopify
merchants into the
Walmart e-commerce
marketplace16
ThredUp partnership to
bring online inventory
in-store17
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1. Study new consumer behavior

something that could take 18 months to two

COVID-19 has made historical data all but

years. But I worked with a company to do it in two

irrelevant. Retailers’ first priority must be to

months, adding 10% incremental business on an

understand their customers’ needs and meet

ongoing basis.”

them where they are — and that is almost
definitely different from where they were.

3. Build on technology

“Many retailers will see a change in how

There’s no longer a way to do low-tech retail

consumers are interacting with their brand or

successfully. Regardless of the channel mix

business,” DiPasquale said. “You have to ask the

customers prefer, a retailer’s online and in-store

data — do your customers want the option to be

inventory and customer experience need to

able to buy online and pick up their order in-store

be aligned, and the only way to do that is with

or curbside the same day? Buy items online and

modern retail technology.

return them in-store? Without those insights, you
might miss the opportunity to see your stores as
more than a place to hold product, as the vibrant
distribution hub it is for all kinds of fulfillment, from
BOPIS orders, ship-from-store orders, curbside
orders and more.”

“Retail technology systems ensure the right
products are in the right places at the right times
to ensure seamless omnichannel shopping
experiences can become a reality,” DiPasquale
said. “Order-management systems, inventorymanagement systems and other omnichannel
technology solutions are integral for retailers to

2. Shorten the timeline

provide the types of customer experiences that

When a customer needs change — or safety

today’s shoppers have come to expect and in

requirements change — retailers have days to

many cases demand.”

respond, not weeks. In a high-stakes, high-stress
environment, anything less risks damaging or
losing trust with consumers.

4. Prepare to pivot
Retailers cannot expect to see linear improvement

“Any company should be willing to embrace the

in retail data. There will be many more stops and

customer today and tomorrow, in whatever way

starts as the situation unfolds and consumers

that customer wants to be serviced, and the

adapt. The most important takeaway for retailers

acceptable timeline for doing so is shrinking,”

is the need for flexibility and adaptability in

Meitiner said. “Before COVID, adding a delivery

preparing for different scenarios.

and pickup-fulfillment model to a business was
11

“Consumer behavior is always evolving, and
retailers will always need to be sensitive to
that,” Meitiner said. “Some of the changes we’re
experiencing are not permanent — but some are.
Retailers must prepare to see the new technology
consumers have been exposed to — contactless
payment, digital touchpads, kiosks and more —
become service enhancements that remain long
after retailers reopen.”

5. Create a holistic online-to-offline
customer experience
There are many ways to approach online or offline
customer experience and be successful. The
challenge is how to do both at the same time —
holistically. Retailers must consider details such

Master Your
Messaging Moments
Digital

•

Email
(Automated tool)

•
•
•
•

Website
Social
Search (Organic tool)
Display

Call center

•
•
•

Scripting
Live chat (Bots, too)
Manual email

as how often and where they will engage with
customers, as well as what kind of technology
they’ll need to enable this experience.
For example, retailers will need to create agile
messaging strategies and feedback loops that
maximize personalization while also scaling
effectively. Tracing these efforts across the digital
environment, call centers and in-store service is

In-store

•
•
•

Associates
Signage
SMS/Push messaging

Research courtesy of Forrester and Manhattan Associates18

an enormous but important undertaking.
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Conclusion: Rebuilding Retail
for the 21st Century
COVID-19 has changed the consumer’s

Retailers that want to successfully navigate the

relationship with brick-and-mortar retail. At

gale-force winds of change to remain relevant

this moment, retailers today operate in the eye

— and profitable — in this new environment

of the hurricane, not quite sure which way the

need to embrace the fact that they are already

wind will blow, because brick-and-mortar stores

omnichannel organizations. And they need to

are no longer the safe, default option they were

rise to the challenge of providing that holistic

in years past — and e-commerce is no longer

omnichannel experience to their customers,

just an alternative revenue stream.

from online marketing to in-store purchases
to mobile loyalty apps and home or in-store
fulfillment. Only companies that embrace this
change will emerge from this tumultuous time
stronger than they were before and prepared
to overcome any challenge ahead.
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Manhattan Associates is a technology leader in supply chain and omnichannel
commerce. We unite information across the enterprise, converging front-end
sales with back-end supply chain execution. Our software, platform technology
and unmatched experience help drive both top-line growth and bottom-line
profitability for our customers.
Manhattan Associates designs, builds and delivers leading edge cloud and
on-premises solutions so that across the store, through your network or from
your fulfillment center, you are ready to reap the rewards of the omnichannel
marketplace. For more information, please visit www.manh.com.
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