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Introduction
In the new era of global uncertainty one thing 
is clear - post pandemic, physical retailers 
will need to adopt a laser-like focus on what 
customers really want if the store is to  
remain relevant.
This report aims to provide retailers with a holistic view of Australian consumers’ 
in-store expectations and how effectively retailers’ current omnichannel 
propositions are satisfying those demands.

To achieve this insight, we will look closely at three aspects of the in-store 
experience that will be fundamental to success in the brave new world of 
bricks-and-mortar retail:

• The role of the store assistant

• The importance of seamless omnichannel experience

• Sustainability: retail that won’t cost the earth

We surveyed retailers and consumers in Australia as well 
as 10 economically advanced countries to benchmark 
the expectations of Australian shoppers and the 
efforts of Australian retailers against their  
global counterparts.

We also conducted a separate survey of 
500 Australian consumers to explore their 
expectations around:

•  Online shopping in the age of
COVID-19

• Major sales events



Expectation #1 
The role of the store assistant post pandemic

Consumer question: What is the most important 
service provided by your store associates?

Our survey found that for 50% of Australian consumers the biggest
demand was that store associates should be able to have an extensive 
knowledge of product information. Additionally, 27% of consumers
communicated that an awareness and willingness to check for stock 
availability was one of the most important expectations they had for 
store associates.

These trends in consumer expectations are largely due to the fact 
that more customers now expect associates to locate out-of-
stock products, suggest complimentary items and share their 
personal experiences of products, as part of their shopping 
experience. This highlights the increasingly omnichannel 
expectations of the customer. They now expect the 
associate to access a real-time, single view of stock 
across the retailer’s estate and be able to speedily 
access cross-selling opportunities in-store.

Out of necessity, consumers from all 
demographics will have had greater 
exposure to ecommerce due to the  
global lockdown. Post-pandemic, they 
will have less patience with physical 
retailers who lack that all-important 
real-time single view.

What is the most important role for the store associate?

Sharing product knowledge
AUS 50%   Globally 47%

Checking stock availability 
AUS 27%   Globally 22%

Personal experience of products 
AUS 10%   Globally 13%

Suggesting complimentary products 
AUS 5%   Globally 11%

None of the above 
AUS 7%   Globally 7%
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Expectation #1 
Retailer question: What are the most important customer-facing duties 
performed by your store associates?

Retailers tend to rate customer-facing duties more equally across the four key categories we have outlined 
in our graphic. As a result, retailers were most closely aligned with their customers on the importance of 
checking stock availability (18% retailer, versus 27% consumers). When it comes to other duties, there is a
20% or more disparity between the retailer and their customer.

Checking stock availability
Retailer 18% versus Customer 27%

Sharing personal experience of products 
Retailer 32% versus Customer 10%

Suggesting complimentary products 
Retailer 34% versus Customer 5%

Sharing product knowledge 
Retailer 15% versus Customer 50%

None of the above 
Retailer 1% versus Customer 7%

What are the most important customer-facing 
duties performed by your store associates?

Retailer action point:
If retailers want to be truly customer-focused, they are well advised 
to double down on the kinds of store associate interactions their 
customers want and expect. In practice this means giving front-line 
staff access to a cloud-based, real-time view of stock across their 
estate and the ability to execute omnichannel transactions on their 
customer’s behalf – such as locating a product and ordering online 
before making a range of fulfilment options available.

Suggesting complimentary products may be a greater priority for 
retailers than consumers, but retailers can still sensitively cross-sell 
if associates are armed with the right technology and the right 
insight at key moments along the path to purchase.

Post pandemic, when the full economic impact becomes 
clearer, retailers will likely be under great pressure to 
justify headcounts and prove ROI on wage bills. The 
first step towards success in this area is to give sales 
teams the tools they need to unlock latent value 
and meet customer expectations.
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Expectation #1 
Consumer question: When you visit a store and the product you want isn’t 
in stock on the shelves, what would you most like to happen?

Our survey found that the majority of consumers (42%) expect store associates to take decisive action
to see if the product is available at a nearby store. Furthermore, over 17% of consumers said that store
associates should take action by ‘saving the sale’ and ordering the product for them and activating either 
home delivery or in-store pickup. In contrast, one quarter of customers (25%) risk falling out of the retailer’s
sales funnel completely, either because they defer their purchase (8%) or go elsewhere to find the same or a
similar product (17%).

Now more than ever before consumers have higher expectations for store associates to go above and 
beyond to get them the products they desire. From home delivery activation to locating stock availability in 
other stores, consumers now have a greater awareness of the options they should be offered by a store, and 
it’s up to retailers to fulfil these expectations.

Store assistant check if its available in a store nearby 
AUS 42%   Globally 31%

Store assistant order it and have it delivered to my home 
AUS 17%   Globally 26%

I would order it online from home 
AUS 11%   Globally 14%

I wouldn’t buy it after all 
AUS 8%   Globally 7%

I will order it by mobile there and then 
AUS 4%   Globally 8%

I would try to order something similar 
in another shop 
AUS 10%   Globally 8%

Another option  
AUS 1%   Globally 1%

When you visit a store and the product you want isn’t in stock on the shelves, 
what would you like to happen?
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0-25% of the time: 
AUS 1%  
Globally 1%

26-49% of the time:  
AUS 45%  
Globally 32%

50-75% of the time: 
AUS 36%  
Globally 58%

76-99% of the time: 
AUS 12%  
Globally 8%

100% of the time:  
AUS 6%  
Globally 2%

What percentage of the time do you feel you have an accurate inventory overview 
across your business (including in store, warehouse and in transit)?

Expectation #1 
Retailer question: What percentage of time do you feel you have 
an accurate inventory overview across your business (including store, 
warehouse, and in transit)?

While consumer demand for a real-time single view of stock is increasing steadily, retailers are still some 
way off delivering on those expectations. Only 6% of Australian retailers said they were confident that 
they had an accurate overview of their inventory 100% of the time. A further 36% of retailers said they had 
an accurate overview 50-75% of the time, and 45% said 26-49% of the time. These findings reveal a big 
challenge for retailers, particularly at a time when a lot of retail transactions are happening online, as it is 
difficult for them to manage and sell inventory that they can’t see.  
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69% of Australian retailers rely 
on in-store handheld devices 
to have a consolidated 
view of inventory across 
all networks.   

Retailer action point: 
These findings show that 42% of consumers want store associates to have access to IT systems 
that can locate and deliver products no matter where they are within the retailer’s stock 
supply chain. This is so that in store associates can help consumers locate products so 
they can be purchased immediately. 

While the majority of Australian retailers (69%) have a consolidated view of 
inventory across all networks (stores, DC, in transit), only 6% of them said that 
their inventory overview was accurate 100% of the time. Additionally, 66% of 
retailers said that that the handheld devices available to store associates 
in-store allow them to access a consolidated view of customer transactions 
in-store and online, with a further 51% stating that these devices help to 
give store associates the option to check out on the shop floor. 

In a post-pandemic world, when consumer spend and retailer 
revenue are most likely constricted, there is a clear need for 
retailers to further develop systems and processes designed 
to reduce the risk of a lost sale. If retailers already have 
this technology in place, they need to increase accuracy 
and confidence in those systems and educate 
consumers about their capabilities.

Expectation #1 
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Expectation #2 
The importance of a seamless omnichannel shopping experience

Consumer question: How critical is a  
seamless omnichannel experience when  
you shop with the same retailer?

As we’ve already seen, consumers’ 
omnichannel expectations are steadily 
increasing. Consumers no longer expect 
to be confined to one channel, and they 
are generally channel agnostic, switching 
between online and offline throughout 
their path to purchase and beyond. The 
retailers who can facilitate this omnichannel 
journey as seamlessly and as frictionless as 
possible will win an important competitive 
advantage over their peers.

The extent of customer expectations is 
revealed in our research, with the vast 
majority of customers (89%) saying that 
a consistent omnichannel experience is 
important when shopping with the  
same retailer.

Our research reveals that 
89% of consumers say a 
consistent omnichannel 
experience is important.   
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Very important 
AUS 36%  
Globally 34%

Quite important  
AUS 53%  
Globally 51%

Not very important  
AUS 10%  
Globally 13%

Not important  
AUS 1%  
Globally 2%

How important is a consistent online/offline experience when shopping with  
the same retailer?

 Yes – to make sure it’s in stock AUS 29% Globally 27%
 Yes – to reserve for click-and-collect AUS 14% Globally 19%
 Yes – to research the product AUS 34% Globally 44%
 Yes – to find the best price AUS 36% Globally 37%
 Yes – other reason AUS 2% Globally 4%
 No – AUS 20% Globally 19%
 I don’t usually shop in-store AUS 13% Globally 3%

Do you typically look online before you shop in-store?
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Expectation #2 
Retailer question: To what extent do you deliver on consumers’ 
expectations for seamless and frictionless omnichannel experiences  
when they shop?

Retailer action point: 
Our research suggests that retailers would be well-advised to invest  
further in decreasing the friction between sales channels.

An almost-unanimous 89% of shoppers say a consistent omnichannel 
experience is important, compared to 36% of retailers naming this  
as a top-three business priority for the year ahead.

Retailer action includes breaking down the silos between channels,  
creating a single, real-time view of stock, customer and order  
across the business and ensuring that consumers have attractive  
channel choices no matter where they are in the buying journey  
and beyond.

A prime example of this is enabling the customer to  
buy online and return in-store and online, as well as  
wish lists and order histories made visible and  
actionable to in-store staff.

What do you offer that makes your customers loyal?

Joined-up online and offline experiences

AUS 34%   
 
Globally 29%

What are your top business priorities for the coming year?

Removing friction between sales channels

AUS 36%   
 
Globally 29%
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How important is environmental sustainability when you make purchasing decisions?

 What typically makes you most loyal to a retailer?

 AUS 8%  
 
 
Globally 12%

Expectation #3 
Retail that doesn’t have to cost the earth

Consumer question: How important is environmental sustainability when 
shopping online and in-store?

Green issues have taken on greater importance in the past 12 months thanks to a string of factors 
ranging from the rise of veganism and the backlash over single-use plastic to increasing concerns about 
carbon emissions, climate change and biodiversity.

Our research reveals that consumers increasingly have environmental sustainability on their shopping list 
and retailers who can find a profitable way to satisfy their demand will win a significant advantage over 
their competitors.
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Very important 
AUS 21%  
Globally 26%

Quite important  
AUS 46%  
Globally 47%

Not very important  
AUS 26%  
Globally 22%

Not important  
AUS 6%  
Globally 5%

 Environmental sustainability:



Expectation #3 
Retailer question: What are your business priorities for 2020?

Retailers across all sectors are waking up to the importance of green issues with “doing more to minimise 
the environmental impact of our organisation” a top-four business priority among 31% of Australian retail 
companies. This is due to new and impending legislation, but also as a result of direct consumer demand 
and also as a trigger to invest in innovative ways to cut waste and increase productivity. 

Doing more to minimise the environmental impact of our organisation 
AUS 31%   Globally 35%

Enabling a single view of network-wide inventory, in real-time 
AUS 31%   Globally 31%

Store Fulfilment (capability to fulfil orders from other channels  
by using store stock) 
AUS 32%   Globally 30%
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Our research also shows that 
home delivery in 2+ working 
days is the most popular 
delivery option among  
35% of customers

Retailer action point: 
With 67% of consumers saying sustainability and environmental credentials are either a “very 
important” or “quite important” part of their purchasing decision, our survey shows retailers 
still have some way to go before meeting environmental consumers’ aspirations.

Our research also shows that home delivery in 2+ working days is the most popular 
delivery option among 35% of customers. It’s important to note that in comparison, 
31% of Australian retailers say same-day delivery is the most popular customer 
delivery option, while only 8% of consumers actually agree with this.

There is also a potential difference between consumer aspirations and 
reality. Consumers state sustainability is important; however, retailers 
reveal that same-day delivery is still their customers’ most popular 
delivery option, showing that customers may still value convenience 
more than environmental impact.

In the race to compete with Amazon Prime, retailers and  
consumers alike need to assess the real demand for 
next-day delivery, and whether the financial and 
environmental impact is worth it, and retailers  
need to develop compelling alternatives that they 
can sell to an increasingly aware customer base.

Expectation #3
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Expectation #4
Online shopping in the age of COVID-19

Consumer question: Have you used online shopping  
since COVID-19 restrictions came into place?

Our survey found that over 70% of Australian consumers said that they have shopped online since 
COVID-19 restrictions came into place, and more than half said they are shopping online more than they 
did prior to the restrictions. 

Interestingly, 41% of respondents said they had a better experience shopping online with omnichannel 
retailers, while 31% said the experience was better with pure play retailers. While the common assumption 
is that pure play retailers will create better online experiences for shoppers because that is their single 
focus, our research shows this is not always the case.

While the research showed some positive feedback from consumers, it also highlighted there is still 
significant room for improvement, with all retailers falling short of consumer expectations in  
some key areas. 

A major online shopping shortcoming highlighted by the consumer research was that 40% of 
omnichannel and 31% of pure play online retailers had been out of stock of the items consumers 
wanted to purchase. Another frustration of online shoppers was slower than indicated shipping and 
delivery, with 28% of respondents saying this was the case for omnichannel and 29% for pure 
play retailers. A further complaint was that 27% of omnichannel and 18% of pure play retailers 
had a limited product range available online. 
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Retailer action point: 
While retail companies have invested a lot of time and money 
into their online platforms, the spike in activity caused by 
COVID-19 has highlighted areas for improvement. This 
research shows that retailers – both omnichannel and 
pure play  – have been caught off guard by this 
impossible to anticipate surge in online orders, 
and faced unnecessary bottlenecks and delays 
in their supply chain because they don’t 
have the systems in place that offer the 
necessary flexibility and scalability to 
rapidly respond.

During COVID-19 restrictions if you have you shopped 
online with retailers that have both online and instore 
operations as well as retailers that are purely, how 
would you compare the experiences?

Better experience shopping online with retailers  
that have both online and instore operations 
AUS 41% 

Better experience shopping online with  
retailers that are purely online 
AUS 31% 



Expectation #5
Major sales events

Consumer question: How aware are you of the timing of major sales events?

Our Research shows that over 80% of Australian shoppers hold out for major sales events. And, in order to ready
themselves for the next big sale, three quarters of Australian shoppers are well informed and know exactly when 
sales such as Boxing Day, Black Friday, Cyber Monday and Click Frenzy will occur. The two major sales events that 
are most popular with Australian consumers are Boxing Day sales (42%) and Black Friday (37%). Almost half (46%)
of them purchase sales items online, while 37% indicated they would shop in-store.

Based on their experiences during past major sales events, 56% of survey respondents said they had waited to
purchase a product during a major sale only to find it was out of stock. This can cause big disappointment for 
consumers considering during a sales event they are seeking very specific and small numbers of items to  
purchase – 24% of consumers usually buy two products and 20% buy three. It might also indicate why 28%
of survey respondents described their shopping experience during major sales events as stressful. This  
kind of experience can have long-lasting customer experience consequences, affecting the loyalty of a  
customer to a brand.
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Retailer action point: 
It’s vital that retailers take control of their inventory, with real 
time visibility that provides a trusted window into all stock, 
whether it’s in the warehouse, in-store or being transported. 
By knowing exactly what they have on hand, and what they 
may need to stock up on for future sales events, retailers 
can position themselves to take advantage of sales and 
offer the best possible customer experience. 

If you are considering purchasing a new product 
close to a major sales event, how likely are  
you to delay purchasing until the item  
may be on sale?

Likely 
AUS 42%

Very likely 
AUS 41%

Not likely 
AUS 15%



DELIVERING  
ON EXPECTATIONS: 
Where to start
As our research has underlined, consumers are raising the bar for retailers in terms of their in-store 
and online expectations. As Australia’s physical retailers plan for a post-pandemic world, the 
challenge is for them to work with technology, processes, and people in new ways to satisfy 
evolving customer expectations.

Manhattan Active™ Solutions enable enterprises to optimise large and complex operations, 
adapt to market and demand changes, and iterate and innovate with speed.n a

You can find out more about  
Manhattan Active here. manh.com.au/active

We’re here to help –  
and we’re ready to start when you are

Manhattan Associates has earned a reputation for building 
technology solutions that solve the most complex retail business 
problems in supply chain, inventory and omnichannel. Today, 
we provide the infrastructure retailers need to build a highly 
adaptable, fully collaborative omnichannel organisation.

Call us on +61 (0)2 9454 5438 
Email at anzinfo@manh.com 
Visit our website manh.com.au

http://www.manh.com/
[insert hyperlink http://www.manh.com/active]
http://manh.com.au/active
mailto:anzinfo%40manh.com?subject=
https://www.manh.com.au
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