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Introduction
The impact of COVID-19 has had a profound influence on consumer expectations and demands, 
driven by an accelerated shift to digital. Consider that worldwide retail ecommerce sales grew by 
nearly 28% in 2020, while total retail sales declined by 3%.1

This report explores the technology-enabled consumer trends emerging from this shift, based on 
exclusive sponsored research into their expectations and retailers’ ability to meet them.* These are 
the trends that retailers should focus on to mitigate risk, manage resilience and build for recovery 
through 2021. They are:

› The ability to fulfill online growth
› A single inventory view
› Recognizing what’s relevant to customers

3,500 adult (18+ years old) consumers were surveyed about their sentiment and attitudes towards 
the role of the physical store, innovative fulfillment options, inventory visibility, convenience, 
consistency across channels and the shift in commerce.

1,000 management or senior-level retailer respondents, representing Tier 1 retail organizations 
(generating more than $100m in annual revenue) and operating stores and online, in Grocery, 
Consumer Electronics, DIY and Home Improvement, Beauty, Sporting Goods, Fashion and Pets 
sectors were surveyed about their technology-based investment plans to support ecommerce, 
reduce customer friction and increase fulfillment options. 

Consumer and retailer respondents were based in the following countries: France, Germany, Italy, 
The Netherlands, UK and USA. 

*�Research�findings�of�this�report�are�based�on�primary�
consumer�and�retailer�research�carried�out�via�online�
surveys�during�January�and�February�2021.



TREND #1:

Ability to fulfill  
online growth
By the first week of April 2020, more than half of the world’s population was in lockdown, as governments 
took measures to stem the spread of COVID-19.2 With all non-essential retail, leisure and hospitality outlets 
closed, many businesses had to rapidly launch or scale their online offerings.

The pandemic had a catalytic effect on ecommerce growth, which looks set to continue, albeit at a slower 
global rate of 14.3% in 2021. So, the most important trend retailers must respond to is their ability to fulfill 
online orders, both flexibly, efficiently and, so, profitably. 

CONSUMER EXPECTATIONS
Over three quarters (78%) of consumers surveyed consider home delivery to be one 
of the most important delivery services when shopping online, through a catalog, via 
mobile app or through a call center.

Consumers also want flexible delivery dates and cost options. Over one third (34%) 
would like to have a choice of couriers and delivery dates to fulfill the online order, 
and 18% would like a choice of couriers with different cost options.

However, despite demand for flexible delivery, an inconvenient delivery date (11%) 
is less likely to result in consumers abandoning an order before checkout compared 
to high delivery costs (55%). Therefore, retailers should prioritize competitive delivery 
costs, even if it means offering less flexible delivery dates.

RETAILER CAPABILITIES
Retailers’ online fulfillment capabilities are relatively well aligned to consumer 
expectations: Nearly six in ten (57%) retailer respondents report home delivery is 
their most popular customer delivery option, followed by click & collect (30%) and 
contactless/curbside pickup (12%). However, only 5% of respondents offer 2+ days 
and next-day curbside collection. 

Furthermore, only four in ten (44%) senior retail decision-makers report that their 
organization can fulfill an online order from shop stock for collection and shipping. 
By comparison, around 30% state they fulfill their orders from regional distribution 
centers via their own trucks (37%), or via a courier (33%). 

Despite consumers’ growing appetite for home delivery, almost one fifth (17%) of 
retail respondents’ organizations fulfill orders from shop stock for collection only. This 
suggests online order and fulfillment processes could be streamlined to optimize 
home deliveries by orchestrating order fulfillment from nearby stores, as well as 
central distribution hubs.

Over half (55%) of 
consumers abandon 
online orders before 
checkout due to high 
delivery costs.

German retailers 
lead the way, 
with 11% offering 
curbside pickup for 
online orders.

Most popular online fulfillment options
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TREND #2: 

Single inventory view
Retailers should not overlook the role their stores have to play in their optimal total offer. The store’s role will become 
more strategic, as more consumers shop online and expect a choice of flexible fulfillment options that can also extend 
the value of store-based assets. 

Consider that 80% of UK retailers provided online order collection from stores in 2020.3 But this only makes the need 
for a single inventory view more pressing than ever. Then retailers can optimize online availability without having to 
compromise on-shelf store availability. 

CONSUMER EXPECTATIONS
One in four (40%) consumers search online for the best offer, followed by 38% who 
look to find out more about a product, while 35% check stock availability. So, it pays 
to not only have a centralized view of inventory, but to also expose this to customers 
and store associates.

For example, if a product is not in stock, over one fifth of consumers would like a 
shop assistant to either check if it is available at a nearby store (21%), or to order it to 
be delivered at home or in-store (21%), further cementing the importance of in-store 
interaction. However, 17% would like to order it online from the comfort of their own 
home. 

The majority (65%) would also be open to interacting with a retailer through social 
media: Rating and reviews (31%) and direct interaction with the retailer itself (27%) 
are the most popular forms of social interaction. Furthermore, over one quarter 
(26%) would like to use social media checkouts, showing the extent to which 
inventory visibility and allocation are key.

RETAILER CAPABILITIES
Retailers with a single, real-time view of inventory can differentiate by optimizing 
availability levels across channels. Yet, only one third (34%) of retailer respondents 
state that their organization puts returned products back on the shop floor or makes 
them available online. 

The majority (81%) of retailers’ in-store and online operations are interconnected. 
But only 40% state that if a product is out of stock, customers can order online, get 
advice on fulfillment options (48%), buy online and return in-store (46%), or buy in-
store and return online (41%). 

Nearly one in ten (9%) retailers ship returns back to a distribution center first, making 
returns a potentially difficult process. So, improving order fulfillment operations and 
their returns processes could lead to a more consistent shopping experience, as 
consumers would be able to access all the available stock and returned products 
would be more readily available. 

35% of consumers 
search online 
to check stock 
availability.

Only 40% of retailers 
allow customers 
to order a product 
online if it is out of 
stock in the store.

Activities consumers carry out online in preparation for 
shopping on Main Street

Search for the 
best offer
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TREND #3: 

Recognizing what’s relevant to 
customers
Consumers now expect to interact with retailers using a variety of online channels and have orders delivered to 
home or store for collection. It is essential, therefore, to identify the most relevant options for each customer in order 
to reduce friction and optimize service levels. 

Minimizing in-store collection time, streamlining returns and reducing queues to encourage customers back safely 
is key, as only 24% in Europe said they shopped mostly in physical stores last year.4 Store associates and the services 
and information they offer will be vital, too.

CONSUMER EXPECTATIONS
Mobile contactless transactions in Europe doubled during Q1 2020.5 However, traditional 
sales checkout is still the preferred method for over one third (36%) of consumers, while only 
17% prefer self-checkout, highlighting the enduring value of human interaction in retail.

Nearly half (46%) of consumers believe product knowledge about a potential purchase is the 
most important aspect of the service provided by store associates. So, enhancing tangible 
customer experiences only available in-store, beyond simply payment and fulfillment, with 
associate access to real-time information will be more important than ever. 

As previously referenced, exposing real-time product and inventory information to both a 
retailer’s customers and store associates enhances service levels. For example, more than 
half (52%) of consumers prefer email to communicate with a retailer, before and after they 
buy a product. One third (36%) say web or mobile chat would be one of their preferred 
communication methods.

36% of consumers 
surveyed prefer to 
use traditional sales 
checkouts in-store.

RETAILER CAPABILITIES
In line with customer expectations, nearly all (99%) senior retail decision-makers surveyed 
say their organizations equip store associates with handhelds. But only 50% can use them 
for customer service in-aisle or support checking out on the shop floor.

Despite this, nearly two-thirds of retail respondents say checking stock availability (64%) 
and provision of product knowledge (63%) were among the top three most important 
duties performed by store associates. Joint third are sharing personal experience of 
products and the upsell and cross-sell of product lines (58%).

At the same time as exposing a single inventory view to customers across channels, we 
have seen how exposing this knowledge to store associates, to save the sale or cross 
and upsell to customers, is also vital. Here, almost two-thirds of retailers already provide 
a network-wide view of inventory to store associates via handheld devices (67%).

German retailers 
lead the way 
for enabling the 
highest levels of 
customer service 
in-aisle and the 
option to check 
out on the shop 
floor. 

Top activities store associates carry out using in-store 
handheld devices

Consolidated view of 
customer transactions

Consolidated view of 
inventory across network

In-aisle customer service Option to check out  
on the shop floor
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Retailer action points
The research findings underline how mission-critical technology has become in retail today. 
Retailers stay agile using modern, always current, cloud-based software solutions.

TREND #1
Fulfilling online 
growth 
Only one quarter (26%) of retail 
respondents cite customer service 
solutions within their organization’s 
top three business priorities for the 
year ahead. But they must be able to:

› Compete over online delivery costs, 
even if that comes at the expense of 
more flexible delivery dates. 

› Increase the availability and speed 
of contactless/curbside delivery 
to offset higher home-delivery 
expectations.

› Improve order management 
and supply chain planning and 
forecasting process orchestration 
to maximize fulfillment efficiency for 
customers. 

TREND #2
Maintaining a single 
inventory view
Just over one quarter (28%) of retailers 
report that upgrading in-store 
technology is one of their top three 
business priorities for the year ahead. 
This new investment must enable 
them to:

› Use a single view of inventory to 
optimize the total retail offer, which 
should include price, availability and 
flexible delivery costs or fulfillment 
options in-store and online. 

› Make real-time product and 
inventory information available to a 
retailer’s customers, store associates 
and other customer service staff to 
enhance service levels.

› Improve reverse logistics processes. 
Consider, only 25% of UK retailers 
put returned products back on the 
shop floor and make them available 
online, in comparison to 54% of 
those in France, for example.

TREND #3
Recognizing what’s 
relevant to customers 
The factors most likely to make 
consumers loyal to retailers include 
value for money (55%), great customer 
service (37%) and helpful shop 
assistants (22%). This requires  
retailers to:

› Enhance their total offer with 
flexible, efficient and competitive 
ordering, fulfillment and returns 
options that are consistent across 
online and their stores. 

› Empower store associates with a 
single, real-time view of inventory 
that enables them to gain product 
knowledge, so they can provide 
superior levels of service, and  
cross-sell and upsell. 

› Make it easy for customers to shop 
and communicate via any channel, 
and for them to self-serve or seek 
expert advice. 

Factors most llikely to make consumers loyal to retailers

Value for money
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Sources:
1emarketer.com/content/global-ecommerce-update-2021
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3statista.com/statistics/981642/click-and-collect-locations-uk-retailers/
4digitalcommerce360.com/2020/10/01/more-than-one-third-of-consumers-shop-online-weekly-since-coronavirus-hit/
5mastercard.com/news/europe/en-uk/newsroom/press-releases/en-gb/2020/may/contactless-continent/



Conclusion
More than three in ten (32%) of senior retail decision-makers state that great customer 
service is one of the three primary ways their organization encourages customer loyalty. 

Although great customer service is key, more than one quarter of respondents state their 
organization offers value for money (29%), great products (28%) or a loyalty scheme (27%), 
demonstrating that providing products at an appropriate value is still important to how 
organizations establish a loyal customer base.

But the research findings suggest there is a disconnect between what retailers say they 
provide customers and how well this meets those customers’ expectations. While retailers 
may understand how important it still is to get the basics right, many have some way 
to go before they can all say they are not just meeting, but exceeding rapidly, evolving 
technology-enabled expectations. 

In order to keep pace with post-pandemic consumer demands in the “new normal,” 
Manhattan Associates provides: 

› Manhattan Active® Allocation, so fashion retailers can open up inventory allocation 
across online, stores and distribution centers, to offer omnichannel fulfillment fully 
aligned with cross-channel inventory consumption.

› Manhattan Active® Omni Store Inventory & Fulfillment for retailers and their 
stores to offer any combination of fulfillment: ship from store, pickup in-store and 
even contactless curbside pickup. Associates need intuitive tools and guidance, and 
customers need real-time updates and communication about their orders.

› Manhattan Customer Engagement for a 360-degree view of customer orders, 
interactions and preference data that enables store and contact center associates to 
create exceptional experiences anywhere.
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Capitalizing on trends
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 physical retailers plan for post 
pandemic, the challenge is for them to work with technology, processes and 
people in new ways to satisfy customer expectations. Manhattan Active® Solutions 
enable enterprises to optimize large and complex operations, adapt to market 
and demand changes, and iterate and innovate with speed.

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

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. 

Call us:
+1 (877) 596-9208

Email: 
Information@manh.com

Visit our website:
manh.com
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