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The Covid-19 pandemic has shaken the retail industry with store closures, changing 
consumer behaviour, new ways of working and a need for agility and swift action. As  
the digital industry worked from kitchen tables across the country, consumers turned  
to online channels for their every need. From daily exercise classes and quizzes to recipes 
and shopping, online has been a saviour giving people something to fill their time while  
not working. 

For some retailers, the rush of online orders has been like Christmas, multiplied, but 
without the months of planning that normally happen ahead of the peak season. It has not 
been without challenges. Sites have had to cope with huge spikes in traffic, supply chains 
trying to keep up with demand of the must-have items and warehouses working under the 
2m distance rule.

In this white paper, produced by Internet Retailing in association with our Partner 
Adobe, we explore the impact of the pandemic on retail as a whole as well as investigating  
how different verticals and individual retailers have managed the change. How has the  
rush to online changed interactions with the customer, impacted on product, supply chain 
and operations and how are retailers using digital and omnichannel services to optimise 
their stores? 

We also examine the impact on the UK economy and how the rise of ecommerce has 
been accelerated. The figures, highlighting these changes are brought to life with examples 
of resilience from across the industry. The work of five retailers – Seasalt, Country Range, 
Madison, Outdoor Toys and Poundshop – has been pulled out as giving particular insight 
into different verticals. 

Consumer demand and the rules under which retail has been working continue to change 
in line with government decrees. Going forward, there are restrictions and challenges but 
also opportunities.  
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THE NEW NORMAL OF THE 
CUSTOMER BUYING EXPERIENCE

PETER SHELDON
senior director commerce strategy, Adobe

Looking back at the ecommerce landscape over the past 5-6 months, it’s as if the 
entire industry traveled forward in time. Refer to forecasts from industry analysts 
and experts and you’ll see that the ecommerce industry is currently operating 
about three years ahead of what was predicted before the pandemic changed the 
world. The rate at which digital transformation and online spending has forcibly 
accelerated in 2020 has truly been astounding but certainly not without challenges.

Data from the Adobe Digital Economy Index showed that in March, there was an 
extra $52bn spent online than what was predicted based on normal growth from 
the year before. Additionally, sales volumes have been consistently higher than 
peak holiday periods with both new and loyal shoppers buying online more than 
ever before. And more demographics have gone digital than ever before helping 
things like mobile transactions, click & collect and subscription-based business 
models skyrocket in popularity.

As lockdown restrictions ease, it has become clear that the impact on brick 
and mortar stores and the high street is going to last long into the future. The 
British Retail Consortium tracked footfall in stores being down 63% year over 
year in June, even as non-essential retailers started to reopen. Health and safety 
concerns associated with visiting a physical shop are going to linger and will only 
strengthen digital consumer habits. 

Whatever the “new normal” brings, one thing is clear — whether you are a B2C, 
B2B, or B2E brand, digital customer experience is what sets you apart from your 
competitors and ensures long-term viability, so getting it right is business critical.

A new breed of digital and direct to consumer brands were already disrupting 
the industry but recent events have seen them flourish and pull ahead of their 
physical shop reliant competition. What are the traits that give them an edge? 
Manic focus on customer experience and intimacy, a digital first but community 
connected culture and disruptive business models that challenge the status quo. 

Whatever your business model has looked like historically, whether digital first 
or focused on physical locations, the time for customer first, experience driven 
strategies is here, now. For brands that are already making strides ahead of 
the competition it’s the perfect time for further innovation and experimentation.  
For the rest of retail, it is time for a rethink. The future is here and there is no 
turning back. 

Magento Commerce, which powers Adobe Commerce 
Cloud, is the leading ecommerce platform for brands of all 

sizes that support B2B, B2C and B2E use cases. It is enhanced by a burgeoning 
ecosystem of developers, technology partners and system integrators that 
work cohesively to empower companies of all sizes to effectively innovate and 
scale their commerce experience.
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The impact of  
Covid-19 on retail
The retail industry saw a record drop in sales in April 
(month-on-month)
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Source: Office for National Statistics  (ONS)

But the share of online has soared to its highest 
proportion on record

14 May to 17 May 2020

The main reasons for respondents neither working from home nor travelling to work in the past seven days include being 
furloughed, temporary closure of business or workplace, on annual leave or sick leave, variable hours, being on maternity 
or paternity leave or being unable to work because of caring responsibilities. 
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 Source: Offi ce for National Statistics – Monthly Business Survey – Retail Sales Inquiry

There was a sharp uplift to already increasing sales for non-store retailing during the coronavirus pandemic, 
while non-food stores and fuel show growth in May 2020 from the lowest levels on record in April
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THE IMPACT OF 
COVID-19 ON RETAIL

There has been a disparity between pureplay and 
omnichannel retailers and the levels of growth they 
have recorded online. Also, between different verticals. 
During lockdown, multichannel retailers as a group saw 
a greater level of growth online compared to pureplays. 
After recording higher growth than their online only 
counterparts for the first time in a year in March, 
multichannel retailers benefited from consumers’ 
changing shopping habits – with sales up +35% versus 
online only retailers’ more modest rise of +8.3% in April.

The Electricals sector grew by 102% in April with 
consumers either working from home and/or buying 
home entertainment products. Beauty sales grew 
online as well (by 82%) following success in the sector 
during February and March.

At the end of May, clothing retailers were just  
starting to see year-on-year growth. This could be 
attributed to heavy discounting in the sector along with 
the upcoming Father’s Day pushing menswear into a 
positive position.

Total ecommerce market growth year-on-year

01/01/2020 01/02/2020 01/03/2020 01/04/2020 01/05/2020
-50

0

50

100

150

200

250

300 Clothing

Electrical

Home

Health & Beauty

Footwear

Garden

Ecommerce year-on-year growth by sector

 Source: IMRG

 Source: IMRG

JANUARY -0.43%

FEBRUARY -0.37%

MARCH -5.14%

APRIL 23.84%

MAY 32.73%



BUILDING ON THE OPPORTUNITY

PAGE 7 OF 34

Multichannel retailers saw larger sales growth online than pureplays (year-on-year)
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But not in all sectors. Established online plant nurseries saw 
higher growth than their multichannel counterparts in May
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THE IMPACT OF 
COVID-19 ON RETAIL
April 2020 saw the overall volume of retail sales in the 
UK fall by 18.1%. This follows a drop of 5.2% in March, 
according to the Office for National Statistics (ONS). 
Clothing retailers saw the biggest decline, plummeting 
by 50.2% in April when compared with March which 
had already seen a decrease of 34.9% on the previous 
month’s sales. Looking at the online figures, the sector 
was just starting to see a growth in week-on-week 
sales by the end of May.

Sales online increased across all verticals as 
consumers turned to the internet as bricks and mortar 
stores closed. Non-store sales, as the ONS refers to 
ecommerce, increased by 18% in April resulting in 
online channels accounting for a record 30.7% of all 
retail. A year ago, online accounted for 19.1% of all 

retail sales. 
In May, total retail sales were down by 5.9%, while 

online sales grew by 60.2%, according to the British 
Retail Consortium (BRC). Meanwhile, Barclaycard 
figures suggest that consumer spending fell by 26.7% 
year-on-year in May. Spending on essential items was 
up by 0.9% while spending on non-essentials was down 
by 36.9% – an improvement, however, from a drop of 
47.7% in April.

Almost two-thirds of all non-food retail sales (61.9%) 
took place online in May, according to the BRC. That’s 
up from 31.4% a year earlier. Online non-food sales 
grew during the month by 60.2%, up from 4.4% in May 
2019 and well ahead of the average 12-month growth 
of 12.9%. 

Although stores have re-opened, footfall remains 
below the usual level for this time of year. Ecommerce 
is expected to continue at an increased level especially 

when factoring in that a third of consumers are anxious 
about leaving their house, a third are working from home 
and many people are still furloughed.

Location of work remained largely unchanged through the last 3 weeks in May 
(figures show 28-31 May)

 Source: Office for National Statistics
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Customers
Past recessions have shown the importance of continuing with marketing 
rather than cutting back and the same will prove to be true during this 
pandemic. Consumers looking for transparency and brand stories rather than 
just price will judge brands and retailers on their actions during this time and 
these companies are keen to be seen doing the right thing for staff, customers 
and the wider community. 

Messaging has shifted, depending on the vertical, from the grocers showing 
how they are helping vulnerable customers and stocking the current high 
demand items to travel companies providing inspirational content without 
any calls to buy a holiday now. Some brands have been keen to align with 
influencers who have upped their game during lockdown. Nike and Adidas are 
in talks with Joe Wicks who was quick to offer daily PE on YouTube. Others 
have looked to the new heroes of NHS staff and their own employees including 
delivery drivers and supermarket pickers while others have turned to their 
own customers.

Portuguese jeans company Salsa Jeans saw a 17.27% increase in 
ecommerce conversion rates and a 4.78% interaction rate with its “Never 
Surrender” UGC campaign which it introduced in April. The brand encouraged 
customers to post content featuring Salsa Jeans’ products on social media 
with #NeverSurrender during lockdown.

 “Since mid-March, we have tried to adapt, creating a new concept that 
we wanted to start communicating: Never Surrender. We have tons of 
communications around this concept, like a charity capsule collection (100% of 
the profits will be donated to the Red Cross), content related with ‘Everything 
we can do together, even though apart, a tribute to our Heroes (the people on 
the frontline of this battle), etc. And for us it was super important to adapt 
the website to this movement,” says Simão Figueiredo, ecommerce & UX 
specialist, Salsa Jeans.

With its adapted UGC strategy, the brand not only demonstrates its innovative 
resiliency to customers, but also continues to nourish its strong community 
with authentic engagement. All of this is achieved through a brand identity that 
customers help to create with their shared content.

 “This concept can help us because the consumer that lands on our homepage 
will see content from people continuing to post their looks in their homes. They 
are continuing with their life, they are super happy, they are wearing jeans at 
home. This can help other customers who land on Salsa, and they don’t know 
the brand. They can see these images that can create a different feeling for 
them,” adds Figueiredo.

Gauging consumer feeling 
Celebrity and high profile influencers who would normally be at glamorous 
events or travelling around the world have been locked down along with 
everyone else. Aligning brand values with the right influencers has been key to 
marketing matches and this will continue. However, as consumers reappraise 
what is valuable to them their appetites post-Covid may be different to where 
they were before the pandemic. 

The majority of 
consumers expect 
retailers to do the 
right thing during the 
pandemic and are more 
likely to shop with 
those that are known 
to be looking after their 
staff and the wider 
community. 65% say 
they are more likely to 
shop from a retailer that 
is looking after its staff; 
58% are more likely to 
shop with a company 
that is contributing to 
the community.
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As the country has pulled together and then become used to the situation 
in which the pandemic has put them, retailers have been keen to understand 
how their customers are feeling, asking them to fill in a survey post purchase. 
“Buying behaviours have changed and for a lot of customers online is the only 
way that they can buy as they don’t have the ability to go into a store,” says 
Peter Sheldon, senior director commerce strategy, Adobe. “Ecommerce may 
not have been their primary or first choice of how they transacted,” he adds.

The increase in ecommerce has rewarded retailers with an influx of new 
customers and an opportunity to learn more about them and how they are 
thinking, something that isn’t easy to gauge offline. 

Digital enables retailers to be agile, reacting to changing behaviours and 
market forces adjusting their own budgets accordingly. Budgets overall have 
been cut – Adobe has seen a big slowdown on general ad spend with retailers 
“drastically cutting their digital marketing spend on Google, Facebook and 
so forth,” says Sheldon. “But they’ve really increased their commutations via 
email because they can do this very cheaply, almost for nothing,” he says.

“We didn’t do any marketing for 2 months. Customers were finding  
us through Google and word-of-mouth so we cut back on marketing almost 
completely and even now we are existing on our own internal emails sent from 
our customer database,” says Chris Maddox, ceo, Poundshop. Panic buying 
in March saw the level of daily orders at the value FMCG pureplay increase  
by 740%.

Retailers have kept customer care teams available to interact with 
consumers by telephone, email and social channels. Home working has 
become normal and Henry Birch, ceo, Very Group is not the only retail leader 
to say publicly that they are proud of staff. “All of our colleagues who can work 
from home are doing so successfully, including many of our customer care 
team, who are now working from their homes for the first time,” he said. 

Changes have been made online too and show how retailers are listening  
to their customers. Credit plans and ways for shoppers to ‘pay later’ have 
been introduced as retailers realise that some people may be in a worse  
financial situation. 

As the situation changes, and stores start to reopen in phases, understanding 
consumers will remain paramount:

•  Will a consumer return to stores or keep shopping online? An  
increasing number of consumers say they will carry on shopping as now 
rather than returning to how they shopped before, according to the RetailX 
Covid-19 Tracker. 

Co
py

rig
ht

 ©
 S

al
sa



BUILDING ON THE OPPORTUNITY

PAGE 12 OF 34

•  How have individual consumer’s fi nancial circumstances changed? We are 
already seeing greater than 50% decrease in online job adverts. 

•  What is the level of pent up demand and how much of that can be captured 
online as consumers realise that they don’t want to return to stores? 

•  How are their health and level of anxiety about going to a high street or retail 
park to pick up an online order or attend an event? 

With only a quarter of its stores reopening at the start of a phased plan, 
John Lewis focused on the customer experience and its loyal shoppers 
launching a series of workshops online in June. The free workshops, 
exclusively for myJohnLewis and myWaitrose members, addressed lockdown 
side effects from poor posture to disturbed sleep and unhealthy eating habits. 
The live, virtual classes could be booked online along with other virtual services 
launched in recent times including nursery, home and styling advice services.

“Lockdown will have taken its toll on us all in different ways, whether it’s 
long hours working on an unsuitable chair in our bedrooms, unhealthy 
snacking, disturbed sleep or lack of proper exercise, as well as the impact 
on our mental health. We’re really excited to be doing our bit to help and have 
created a broad range of content with some of the nation’s superstars as well 
as our own in house experts to look at wellbeing from a variety of angles – 
we hope that there’s something here for everyone however small,” says Peter 
Cross, partner and director of customer experience at Waitrose and John 
Lewis & Partners.

There is much uncertainty about the road ahead for retailers – and for all 
business in the UK – so understanding consumers and remaining agile to their 
needs and individual circumstances will be tested. 

A rise in subscriptions
Paul Skeldon, Mobile editor, InternetRetailing

Trapped in lockdown, millions of consumers are thankful that they have subscribed to Netflix, Spotify and Zoom. But 
many consumers are also now subscribing to retail services, inspired by the same level of convenience that they have 
found in the media world.

According to research by Royal Mail, a quarter (27%) of UK consumers are signed up to a subscription box service 
currently, either for themselves or on behalf of somebody else. The biggest subscription retail service in the UK is 
Amazon Prime, with 64% of UK consumers already signed up. Healthy foods service Graze has 12.3% of the market and 
fashion retailer Nextunlimited 9.7%.

Popular, up-and-coming subscription services include the Craft Gin Club, The Personal Barber and Gadget 
Discovery Club. 

For retailers, what they all have in common are low barriers to entry, an ideal way to cheaply and effectively engage a 
very specific audience and the ability to easily expand overseas.

For Hotel Chocolat, its subscriptions business has proved a boon during lockdown and is likely to stand it in good stead 
coming out of the crisis. For Hotel Chocolat, Easter is a peak; this year all its stores were shut. The retailer was able to 
shift business online quickly, after ensuring its warehouse could operate safely and with a reduced product range. This, 
it said, was encouraging but did not fully compensate for lost sales over the period. 

Angus Thirlwelll, chief executive and co-founder of Hotel Chocolat, says: “Our market leadership in digital and 
subscription chocolate is more valuable than ever and we will accelerate the planned innovations and investments 
behind these models.”
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Product
Product availability and supply chains have been put under pressure by 
changing consumer behaviour during the Covid-19 pandemic. What were once 
every-day goods became essentials in high demand and were purchased as 
fast as retailers could bring in more inventory. Supermarkets put restrictions 
on the number of tins, packets of pasta and toilet rolls that any one customer 
could buy while also introducing pre-packed boxes of grocery items for home 
delivery. Aldi’s boxes were its first move into selling online in the UK. 

To relieve pressure on its operations, Amazon reduced product ranges  
sold in the UK during the first weeks of lockdown to concentrate on essential 
lines. For others, manufacturing has been slowed down or put on hold. Across 
the beauty sector, brands including Christian Dior, Guerlain and Givenchy,  
all part of French luxury group LVMH, switched production from perfume to 
hand sanitizer. 

The level of product availability and sales has varied across verticals. 
Computers and consumer electronics for home working and to keep people 
entertained during lockdown sold quickly while homewares, DIY, wine, bicycles 
and home exercise equipment all saw their own peaks online. Some 32% of 
consumers said that they have increased their grocery shopping online with 
14% saying that they are shopping online more for electrical goods and 21% 
increasing their clothes shopping online. 

Across the entire retail sector, businesses have seen an increase in 
ecommerce since the majority of bricks and mortar stores closed on 24 March. 
Industry association IMRG reports growth in ecommerce in April of 28.2% over 
March’s level and a further increase of 13.6% in May. 

Dunelm is just one retailer reporting online orders “significantly higher” 
than those seen before the coronavirus outbreak. 

Pureplay Poundshop saw orders running at 740% above their normal level as 
the tidal wave of panic buying hit supermarkets in March. “To maintain loyalty 
to our existing customers we very quickly put limits on certain products so 
that people could only have one or two packs of 4 toilet rolls for example. This 
meant we didn’t have someone cleaning us out who could be a new customer, 
market trader or corner shop. We didn’t want someone like that buying off us 
in bulk and the end consumer who we are geared up to servicing in the future 
missing out,” explains Chris Maddox, ceo, Poundshop. 

The pandemic has highlighted the differences in retailers’ supply and 
fulfilment capabilities and their maturity in terms of omnichannel. Retailers 
with visibility throughout their supply chain can see the level of stock in 
warehouses and individual stores and have full view of restocking dates so can 
share these with customers. Ecommerce sites have switched on backorder 
functionality enabling orders to be taken before items have arrived in the 
warehouse. Store stock has been used to fulfil click and collect orders which 
rather than requiring consumers to go into the store has seen orders collected 
from car parks or placed directly into the boot of the consumer’s car.

Transparency of messaging has been key to keeping consumers informed 
during what is still an unusual situation. Next-day delivery banners on 
websites have been updated with 4 or 5 day delivery notices as pressure placed 
on fulfilment operations has seen retailers having to despatch similar levels 
of orders as Black Friday on an ongoing basis without the months of planning 
and recruitment that occurs ahead of the annual peak.
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Acting on sustainability 
Chloe Rigby, Editor, InternetRetailing

Retailers and brands have, over the last year, reflected changing public opinion as they take steps from taking plastic 
out of their packaging through to making their clothes using recycled materials. Two events can be seen as bookends 
for this movement starting with Extinction Rebellion protests in London in April 2019 and going up to Greta Thunberg’s 
attendance at a series of European rallies in February and early March 2020, which stopped only as the coronavirus 
epidemic moved across Europe. 

Now many brands are determined to come out of the Covid-19 pandemic with more sustainable businesses. Ikea has 
pledged to make its homewares business part of the circular economy that emphasises the importance of recycling 
and refurbishing in its product manufacturing. Zalando has become the first retailer and marketplace to demand that 
its partner brands measure how sustainable their businesses are. In doing so they join retailers including H&M – 
which offers transparency on its website on how, where and by whom its products are made – and Amazon, which has 
committed to net zero carbon emissions by 2030. 

Many more are likely to join them, while in related industries packaging companies are finding ways to do without 
plastic altogether, and carriers are moving towards fully electric fleets. Such targets are set both because staff at 
these businesses believe this is the right thing to do – and because their customers want them to do so. Research from 
the Fashion Retail Academy, published this spring, suggests that more than half of British shoppers (51.4%) are now 
choosing long-lasting clothes over cheaper ones, while only 14% consciously opt for cheaper, fast fashion items.

Online, retailers have been changing how they interact with consumers 
and help with product recommendations. Virtual personal services have been 
introduced by the beauty sector with staff in closed stores able to demonstrate 
products and help consumers to make the purchasing decision that’s right for 
them. Credo Beauty, for example, uses chat, photos and live video to connect 
staff and customers.

Curry PC World has implemented something similar that enables the 
product experts amongst its staff to work from home and be connected with 
online consumers needing their help. The consumer electronics retailer 
has been trialling a video-powered retail service since March 2019 and  
the pandemic has accelerated roll out of the immersive HD live video  
technology as it attempts to bridge the gap between the benefits of in-store 
service and online. 

Going forward, the industry expects a large number of returns as stores 
reopen. Discounting, which has already commenced online, is expected to 
continue as stores reopen and retailers try to kick-start demand. The fashion 
industry, which has been particularly hard hit by the pandemic and the drop in 
people socialising and going to work, is offering 43% more clothing discounts 
than this time last year, according to LovetheSales.com. 

Consumers will continue to purchase online at higher levels. An increasing 
number of consumers say that they will remain shopping as they are now with 
just 48.6% saying that the will return to their pre-Covid shopping habits. This 
has dropped from 68% who, at the end of March, believed that their shopping 
behaviour wouldn’t change. 
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Digital acceleration
Covid-19 has been a trigger for digital, accelerating investment in ecommerce 
and implementation of innovative digital strategies. It has accelerated what 
would have happened in the industry as retailers and consumers have 
continued to shift towards more online and omnichannel retailing and away 
from store-based approaches. It has just all happened a lot sooner and faster 
than would have been seen otherwise. 

B2B businesses have pivoted to selling direct to consumers, sometimes for 
the first time, and in the case of one wholesale food company the leap has been 
its first step into ecommerce. As highlighted further in the case studies later 
in this report, Country Range Group launched the first of six B2C ecommerce 
sites a couple of days after lockdown as its existing business of wholesaling 
food to the hospitality industry almost completely disappeared. 

This move to selling direct online is taking them out of their comfort zone 
of a niche B2B business which until now has been sheltered from the wider 
move within retail to omnichannel and making every opportunity shoppable. 
“It’s exposing them to the wider ecommerce world and the opportunities that 
sit within that. It’s a far easier environment to learn about ecommerce in than 
their traditional B2B model. We’ll see the transferral of these learnings, new 
habits and new opportunities into their core B2B model and that’s what the big 
benefit of this will be rather than it [B2C] becoming a hugely lucrative part of 
their business,” says Richard Fletcher, managing director, Foodservice Online.

The change in mindset and working between B2B and B2C is a large one 
for some to grasp and different businesses within the Country Range Group 
are handling it better than others. If you think about how long it has taken 
store retailers with a focus on the end consumer to change corporate thinking 
around selling online, these companies are going through a swift initiation. 

D2C is a very new business model for us and changing from day to day 
working on B2B into a B2C mindset and website is quite a task. Everyone 
is having to change and adapt to what the focus is, explains Kellie Parsons, 
marketing director, Madison. The B2B bicycle and parts wholesaler is focusing 
almost entirely on its B2C freewheel.co.uk business during the pandemic.

Covid-19 lockdowns are impacting omnichannel retailers too, highlighting 
differences between the omnichannel leaders and the laggards. Amongst 
retailers classified as selling non-essentials it is those that have invested 
heavily in digital technologies, omnichannel and agile business strategies that 
are faring better than others. 

Department store Selfridges has introduced gifting advice online and beauty 
tutorials on Instagram while consumers can book personal shopping sessions 
via video when the store reopens on 15 June. “We want to bring Selfridges into 
the comfort of people’s homes,” says Meave Wall, stores director, Selfridges. 

The online channels at Currys PC World in the UK and Ireland recovered 
around two-thirds of lost store sales as people bought technology enabling 
them to work from home at the start of lockdown. Online grew by 166% over 
the 5 weeks to 25 April. The company has innovated launching live video 
shopping for online customers and introducing contactless shopping in-store.

Marks & Spencer meanwhile has had a worst first quarter turnover with 
profits plummeting 20% as sales of homewares and clothing fell 75%. CEO 
Steve Rowe told the BBC that the business has discovered that it is able to 
work in a faster, leaner, more effective way with working habits “transformed”. 

An increasing number  
of consumers say they 
will remain shopping as 
they are now with just 
48.6% saying that the 
will return to their  
pre-Covid shopping 
habits. This has  
dropped from 68% who, 
at the end of March, 
believed that their 
shopping behaviour 
wouldn’t change. 
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A move to local 
Jonathan Wright, Reports Editor, InternetRetailing

At the peak of the Covid-19 pandemic, local stores became vital. Those unable to book online delivery slots and unwilling 
or unable to queue at supermarkets turned to corner shops for essentials. Local store operators proved adept at 
sourcing products emptied from the supermarket shelves. 

As lockdown continued, other kinds of businesses such as specialist food providers improvised webshops and home 
deliveries from scratch, or scaled up existing offerings. Consumer behaviour and the business response to a crisis 
played out before our eyes. 

How many of these changes will stick is debatable, yet enough of this improvised way of doing retail worked so well, 
certainly in Britain’s cities, that it may have offered a glimpse of the future. Here, the sustainability agenda plays in. 
People want to support local businesses. These businesses have discovered that online retail really isn’t so scary.

Less obviously, the idea that retail is theatre is also key. Without underplaying the difficulties encountered by so many, 
improvised lockdown retail was often fun for middle-class urbanites as neighbours divvied out pizza flour after ordering 
a huge bag. As the viability of the traditional high street further declines, the challenge for larger multichannel retailers, 
at least those not just selling functional products, may lie in recreating this sense of connection. 

How will they do this? The Nordstrom Local stores in the US offer clues. These are merchandise-free concept stores 
that offer purchase pick-up points, clothes alterations and repairs, beauty services and even baby-buggy cleaning – the 
department store reimagined almost as a community hub, and where service is all-important. 

Retailers have had to embrace the changes and move fast to embrace them 
but for some including Laura Ashley and Cath Kidson enforced store closures 
have meant the end of what was already a rocky business. 

The industry has been on the road to digital retailing since before the  
start of the millennium. Covid has kicked it up a gear, “accelerating what was 
going to happen anyway”, says Peter Sheldon, senior director commerce 
strategy, Adobe. 

John Roberts, ceo, electricals pureplay AO believes that “in terms of online 
shopping behaviour... we have seen five years accelerate into only five weeks.” 
Needless to say, the retailer is planning to cement that change “as we impress 
more new customers than ever with the AO Way.” 

Investments across retail in the digital experience, processes, and successful 
solutions that have moved from trial phase to full roll out will not just be 
switched off as lockdown ends. Consumers will continue to purchase online at 
higher levels and neither they nor the retail industry is expecting to return to 
pre-January 2020 life any time soon, if ever. 
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Coronavirus has 
helped us go through 
a far shortened 
learning curve of 
what we need to 
do going forward 
in terms of manual 
operations and 
system integrations. 
It’s helped us in a 
number of ways to 
expedite things that 
we’d probably be 
doing in the future 
but it’s given us  
the confidence to  
do it sooner rather 
than later.
Chris Maddox, ceo, 
Poundshop

Operations
Retail operations have been in uncertain waters for the past few years. First 
with Brexit and the uncertainty of when the UK would leave the EU and the 
impact that this would have on imports and exports and then as the 31 January 
2020 date for leaving came around, coronavirus struck China. 

Some retailers were prepared with additional stock in UK warehouses to 
cover the Brexit date as well as planning around a lull as Chinese factories and 
sourcing offices closed for the Chinese New Year. 

How the pandemic has impacted supply chains is dependent on verticals and 
on individual retailer’s suppliers. While certain grocery products have seen a 
surge in demand due to consumers stock piling 3 months’ worth of toilet paper 
and cleaning products, others have seen suppliers having to switch from bulk 
supply for catering to producing smaller quantities such as flour in small bags 
for consumers. 

The start of lockdown saw fashion retailers cancelling orders to a value 
of more than £1bn amongst clothing factories in Bangladesh alone as the 
industry put a stop on future orders and just paying for raw materials already 
purchased by suppliers. 

Both scenarios of boom and bust have needed careful negotiations  
between retailers and suppliers to ensure that relationships – and businesses 
can continue.

Technology, AI and machine learning-controlled supply chain and demand 
forecasting systems can help with the flow of goods inwards but with demand 
changing AI-based systems won’t have learnt patterns for the current situation. 
Warehouse management systems enable products and processes within the 
warehouse to be optimised while automation enables a certain number of 
orders to be picked and packed without being touched by people. Scaling it up 
and down is not straightforward – which is why a number of manual stations 
are set aside for the Christmas peak and an influx of seasonal workers as 
warehouses upscale to cope with increased demand. The pandemic, of course, 
has not enabled the planning that normally accompanies peak. 

Around 30 – 35% of Poundshop’s turnover is made in October, November and 
December so the value FMCG pureplay was in a quiet period operationally when 
the pandemic hit in March. “We were knocked sideways by the coronavirus 
level of orders but we quickly reverted back to recovering the staff that worked 
with us at Christmas. From one shift working 5 days a week, we are back to 
24/7 and that’s as a consequence of supporting the growth in the volume of 
turnover,” says Chris Maddox, ceo, Poundshop.

Omnichannel supermarkets were able to increase capacity following the 
surge in demand for home deliveries and size of customer orders by recruiting 
more pickers and drivers at the start of the lockdown while Ocado’s automated 
warehouses quickly reached capacity, forcing the retailer to turn away custom.

Working practices have been shaken up too. The work from home directive, 
while being an available option for head office staff, cannot be applied to 
warehouses or delivery personnel, two areas which have needed increased 
capacity to keep up with demand from consumers as shopping moved from 
stores to online. 

Amazon, for example, removed non-essential goods from sale at the start 
of lockdown to relieve pressure on warehousing while fashion retailer Next 
closed down its website along with its stores until it was able to ensure safe 
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Changes to the final mile 
Alex Sword, Editor, eDelivery.net

With the widespread closure of physical stores during the pandemic, the last mile and the doorstep have become the 
front line for service and brand perception. 

Some changes have been relatively simple and cosmetic, such as carriers making it easier to maintain social 
distancing during parcel deliveries by removing the need to take a signature.

There have also been major changes in how fulfilment operations are organised, including a move to shipping orders 
from stores as warehouse capacity has proved inadequate. Click and collect has also seen a surge, with Dunelm offering 
to deliver orders to customer cars.

Companies without substantial last mile fleets have had to find ways of adding delivery capacity quickly, particularly 
in the grocery sector. Morrisons, as the most recent of the Big Four UK supermarkets to launch online, had the most 
limited capabilities entering the pandemic. As well as hiring new vans to boost its fleet, the company forged and 
expanded partnerships with digital disruptor Deliveroo and worked with DPD to introduce a next-day ‘Food Box’ of day-
to-day essentials.

Others have replicated Deliveroo-type models within their own operations. Sainsbury’s expanded the coverage of its 
Chop Chop app, which uses a similar fleet of bicycle couriers to deliver orders from stores. At the more futuristic end 
of the spectrum, we have also seen Starship Technologies using robots to offer contactless deliveries and UPS using 
drones to deliver medicine in the US.

Born out of necessity in challenging times, many of these changes are likely to outlast the pandemic.

working for staff. When it reopened its site, consumers were stopped from 
adding products to a basket and only allowed to browse once warehouse 
capacity for fulfilling orders was reached each day. This has resulted in its 
warehouses operating at 60% of their usual capacity. 

Next’s sales have been hit hard though with overall sales falling 41%; online 
dropped 32% and stores sales by 52% in the last quarter. 

In France, Amazon was unable to ensure worker safety to the satisfaction 
of unions so was forced by the Versailles Court of Appeal to shut down all 
non-essential shipments resulting in the company deciding to close its  
six warehouses in the country completely on April 15. They only reopened in 
late May. 

The closure of stores took away the need for store replenishment, enabling 
omnichannel retailers’ warehouses to concentrate on ecommerce orders but  
it meant a complete switch for some B2B brands. Madison, which sells 
bicycles, parts and accessories, had to pivot its business from fulfilling large 
orders to bike stores to sending smaller parcels to consumers. This meant an 
increase in overheads as well as changes to warehouse operations – without 
using any agency staff. “We can only have so many people in the warehouse 
to operate in a safe way so we’re operating 24 hours over 3 shifts,” says Dom 
Langan, ceo, Madison. 

Consumers are predicting that they’ll continue to buy more online so online 
retailers will need to ensure that their operations are not only efficient and 
scalable but they have space for social distancing while working and can 
manage any continued increase in capacity and are flexible enough to cope 
with any retightening of lockdown and its implications for their business. Be 
that through automation or manual means. 
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There has been 
a gravitational pull 
back towards the 
traditional high street 
and independent 
retailers as they have 
stayed open during the 
lockdown.”It’s been 
a positive experience 
for the independent 
retailer and we’ve 
driven business  
to them.
Dom Langan, ceo, Madison

Stores
Non-essential stores across the UK closed in March with many not reopening 
until 15 June or later. This period of closure, coupled with consumers spending 
less overall, has put pressure on an already struggling industry. The future 
of the high street was being questioned before lockdown and the Covid-19 
pandemic has brought a number of retailers including Beales and Cath Kidson 
to permanently close their doors. The pandemic has also highlighted for others 
how omnichannel thinking and digital technology can enhance the customer 
experience in bricks and mortar stores resulting in plans and new ways of 
working being implemented as stores reopened.

At the start of lockdown, B&Q saw customers waiting an hour in an online 
queuing system to access its website with orders either delivered to their 
home and they could collect them from the stores which were operating on a 
click and collect basis. As stores reopened, with social distancing measures 
in place, the queues that had been seen online were replicated outside as 
consumers waited in the sunshine, hand sanitizer at the ready, to enter the 
bricks-and-mortar stores to buy items for DIY projects at home.

Fellow building supplies retailer Screwfix introduced click and collect only 
from its stores and many small retailers did likewise with customers either 
ordering online, by email or telephone. 

Supermarket Aldi introduced a traffic light system at its doors limiting 
the number of consumers in store and showing the next customer when it 
was safe to enter. Co-op in Italy is using a virtual queuing system that allows 
consumers to pre-book a time slot to visit one of 600 participating stores and 
Asda is trialling a similar solution. 

The Asda app is allowing shoppers at its Middleton store near Leeds to join 
the queue virtually and wait in their car until it is close to their allotted time 
to start shopping. Virtual queuing is just one way in which the supermarket is 
investing in social distancing measures for the longer term. “It has become 
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increasingly clear that Covid-19 is set to be part of our lives for months to 
come and we know that customers have moved on from an initial worry about 
the virus, to more longer-term concerns about the implications of lockdown on 
their family, wellbeing and finances,” says Roger Burnley, ceo, Asda.

Asda accelerated the roll out of its Scan and Go mobile app to 581 stores 
enabling customers to scan and bag items as they shopped. The supermarket 
also expanded its home delivery operation for online shoppers increasing 
the capability from 450,000 delivery slots each week to more than 725,000  
per week. 

In the past, a visit to the high street or shopping centre has been a leisure 
activity but the current situation, especially with cafes and restaurants 
remaining closed, is making it a different experience. Standing in line in 
sunshine for necessities is one experience that won’t translate to a typical 
wet weekend shop for fashion or a phone upgrade. With no touching products, 
changing rooms closed and items quarantined if someone else touches them 
first, the experience is unlikely  to be the same as the one shoppers had before 
the pandemic. 

Virtual queuing systems are becoming popular amongst retailers as are 
the use of hand sanitising dispensers at the door, one-way systems in store, 
increased cleaning and Perspex screens at the checkout. Contactless card 
payments, the limit for which increased from £30 to £45 during the lockdown, 
could see the end of cash.

O2 is the latest to announce that its stores are opening with virtual queuing 
technology as a way to keep customers and staff safe. Each customer will 
receive a text message when an advisor is ready to assist them in a personal 
one-to-one appointment.

“Retail has changed in the wake of Covid-19, and we need to make sure we 
adapt to that change. We have regrouped and worked out how our stores and 
our tech can be used to help customers and staff. The result is a more personal 
service which also saves customer waiting time,” says Gareth Turpin, sales, 
service and retention director, O2.

Are what were previously referred to as ‘Stores of the Future’ such as 
the Amazon Go stores the way to go? Decathlon has gone part way there 

The momentous events of the last few months have tested our resilience as a business,  
but our resourcefulness, innovation and the spirit of cooperation between Partners has  
really shone through. It’s been heartwarming to see John Lewis Partners stepping into 
different roles to support our Waitrose supermarkets and to keep johnlewis.com running  
and I’m proud of everything our Partners across both our brands have done to help us get 
to this point. Our shops reopening is a sign of hope as we begin to find our new normal. 
There’s an opportunity, now, for us, to come back stronger as a business, and offer the 
safety and reassurance that customers will want.
Sharon White, partner & chairman of the John Lewis Partnership
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Maintaining the essentials 
Liz Morrell, Research Editor, InternetRetailing 

When it comes to retailers that have shown the greatest agility there’s no doubt the grocery industry has led the way. 
The industry has risen admirably to the responsibility of feeding the nation throughout the crisis. It has met 

customers’ needs not only for food but also other items normally purchased elsewhere. And it’s been from the first 
moments of panic buying and stock shortages to the new normal as all stores reopen and lockdown measures ease. 

Everything from supply chain to digital to store operations has seen radical change at a time of previously unseen 
demand for the time of year. Strategies weren’t devised behind closed doors like those retailers who switched demand 
to online. Instead they were introduced and modified on the fly.

This meant that at times they got it wrong. Probably the biggest stumbling block was the provision of online delivery 
slots. Websites faltered under the unprecedented traffic both pre-and post-lockdown. Waitrose said that on some days 
it had more than 2 million visits to its slot booking page while Ocado reported web traffic up to 100 times higher and the 
need to close the service to new customers because of capacity issues. 

Morrisons launched a next-day telesales shopping service in late April aimed at those vulnerable customers who may 
not have adequate internet access. It received more than 100,000 orders in the first two months. 

Whether customers remain loyal to the trusted brands that took them through the crisis remains to be seen but 
certainly the grocery industry can rightly hold its head high for the resilience and adaptability it has shown. 

introducing a solution across its 81 stores in Germany enabling consumers to 
scan and pay for products on their phones rather than having to queue up and 
pay thus lessening contact between staff and customers. 

“We are always looking for innovative ways to improve the in-store 
experience for our customers, and we have found that they are really enjoying 
using the app. What’s more, the solution has clear customer benefits in the 
face of the Covid-19 pandemic; enabling shoppers to use their own device for 
the entire shopping journey instead of needing to touch store hardware, and 
eliminating the need to wait at a checkout,” says Stefan Hertkorn, leader of 
store digitalisation, Decathlon Deutschland.

Interestingly, John Lewis & Partners, which has been at the forefront 
of omnichannel retailing and well as taking learnings from its Waitrose 
supermarkets, only opened a couple of stores on 15 June. The department 
store is taking a cautious approach to opening stores, reopening a further 11 
on 18 June and then evaluating the situation. The branches selected to open 
were chosen primarily because of their accessibility by car.

The pandemic has given retailers the opportunity to accelerate the use of 
digital and personal service in store as well as a tangible business reason 
to do so. Making customers feel safe while keeping staff safe is one part of 
the equation but retailers may find that in order to entice consumers back 
to the high street they need to move a consumer’s purchasing decision from 
something that’s nice to have but not needed immediately into one they are 
comfortable to visit a store to buy. 

For retailers the opportunity for a full omnichannel experience from click 
and collect, ship from store, personal shoppers, virtual try on and one-to-one 
consultants and selling can move from test to reality. It’s time to think outside 
of the four walls and put the digital customer at the heart of the business. 
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Economy
Effectively putting the country on hold for a couple of months was never going 
to result in a good outcome for the UK economy. The pandemic has cost the 
government £132.5bn so far with this figure split between £120.9bn spending, 
£17.6bn due to reducing taxes against £6bn clawed back from increased 
tax as a result of spending measures, according to the Office for Budget 
Responsibility. Predictions are that by the end of the financial year, Covid-19 
will have cost the UK almost £300bn, with a drop in GDP of 12.8% on 2019’s 
level and unemployment running 7.8% higher. These figures, released at the 
end of May, are based on April’s finances. 

Government spending increased by 52% against the same month last year 
with public sector net borrowing totalling £62.1bn in April making it the largest 
on record and not far off the deficit for the whole of 2019-20.

Going forward, there will be fluctuations in GDP, government spending, 
taxations, staff availability and purchasing by consumers and businesses, 
confidence and anxiety. 

GDP in the first full month of lockdown fell 20.4% making it the largest drop 
recorded by the Office for National Statistics (ONS). This follows a fall of 5.8% 
in March 2020. Over the three months to April, UK GDP fell by 10.4%.

“April’s fall in GDP is the biggest the UK has ever seen, more than three times 
larger than last month and almost ten times larger than the steepest pre-
Covid-19 fall. In April the economy was around 25% smaller than in February,” 
says Jonathan Athow, deputy national statistician for economic statistics.

 “Virtually all areas of the economy were hit, with pubs, education, health and 
car sales all giving the biggest contributions to this historic fall. Manufacturing 
and construction also saw significant falls, with manufacture of cars and house 
building particularly badly affected. The UK’s trade with the rest of the world 
was also badly affected by the pandemic, with large falls in both the import and 
export of cars, fuels, works of art and clothing,” he adds.

IMPACT ON RETAIL
Grocery and ecommerce have been the saviours of the retail industry as 
consumers bought extra food to prepare at home as restaurants and cafes 
closed their doors. April 2020 saw the overall volume of retail sales in the UK 
fall by 18.1% but by May, almost two-thirds of all non-food retail sales (61.9%) 
took place online, according to the BRC.

However, while supermarkets have seen a boom in sales and ecommerce has 
picked up some sales that would not have happened without an omnichannel 
approach to retail, the same is not true for all retailers. The ONS believes that 
lockdown has been costing non-food retailers £1.76bn a week, down 54.8% 
on the previous year. This represents a fall from £3.22bn a week, to £1.46bn  
a week.

This put an end to some businesses, but saw others accelerating their digital 
channels and strengthening their balance sheet. 

And the UK is not alone; global retail spend is anticipated to fall 3% in 2020, 
equating to £438.4bn ($549.7bn), in comparison to a previously expected rise of 
5% prior to Covid-19 (£739.9bn/$927.7bn), according to Global Data. This will 
impact on retailers selling internationally.

Lockdown has been 
costing non-food 
retailers £1.76bn 
a week as the ONS 
reports sales in April 
2020 down 54.8% on 
the previous year.
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Clarks, for example, is making redundancies as part of a ‘made to last’ 
strategy as it reshapes the business for the way that its customers want to 
buy. The shoe brand will expand its digital and social channels as it looks to 
reach those customers in new ways. In all, the retailer expects 700 people to 
leave its global workforce over the coming 18 months and store numbers will 
remain under review. 

“There are exciting opportunities ahead of our business and we are having 
to make some difficult decisions to get there,” says Giorgio Presca, chief 
executive, Clarks. “With two centuries of change and adaptation behind us, 
Clarks has proved itself to be one of the most resilient brands in the world, 
with our theme ‘Then, now, always’,” he adds.

From the grocery sector, online supermarket Ocado is raising £1bn in fresh 
equity and debt to fund massive and rapid expansion to meet an anticipated long-
term increase in grocery home delivery. The pandemic has been a “catalyst” 
for a permanent and significant move towards online grocery deliveries and 
the new money will provide the group with “the financial flexibility to capitalise 
on opportunities arising from the significant acceleration in online adoption 
and grow faster over the medium term”. Ocado saw sales growth of 13% in 
May alone. 

Retail is on an ever changing path and it has coped with the transition to 
digital commerce, omnichannel retailing and now Covid-19. The pandemic has 
highlighted digital and omnichannel strategies but flexibility, transparency and 
agility to recognise and react to changing shopping habits is going to be key 
going forward. For some, retail will be altered permanently. For all in the UK, 
2020 will be a pivotal year with Covid-19 and Brexit shaking up the industry. 

The retailer’s role in society

Ian Jindal, editor-in-chief, InternetRetailing
Prior to the pandemic lockdown, a straw poll of consumers would have seen retailers as a branch of society 
triangulated somewhere between leisure activity, capitalism and excess consumption. Shopping was a national pastime 
and retailers had propelled the ramjet of consumerism to supersonic speeds. Barely twelve weeks later and retailers 
are seen in a different light - a vital part of society, and necessary front-line workers. 

Front-line staff risked their health to maintain essential services for food, not just in the national supermarkets but 
in corner stores open all hours. Staff showed resilience and flexibility as working hours and conditions varied from 
week to week.

Consumers have noted how retailers treated their staff. Those who moved rapidly to redundancies, who sought state 
support, or did not provide adequate protection for staff all faced public opprobrium. In our Coronavirus Consumer 
Confidence Tracker we found that 65% of consumers would be more likely to shop with retailers who were seen to have 
looked after their staff, while 58% would prefer retailers who’d made a contribution to their community. Consumers 
are likely to reward retailers seen as cleaving to a social bargain between customers, staff and the enterprise.

2020 has brought issues of race, fair treatment, the environment and sustainability to the fore, and retailers are 
expected to hold and act upon a position. Increasingly consumers seek substance, a real character to live ‘behind the 
marketing’. Retailers no longer ‘simply sell goods’ and operate stores: they are brands, whose actions must meet their 
promises and the consumer’s expectations. For those able to operate with integrity, consistency and transparency 
there is a new, vital role for retail at the heart of the recovering economy.
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RetailX Coronavirus 
Consumer Confidence Tracker
The majority of shoppers in the UK have changed  
their shopping behaviour due to Covid-19 with most 
(57%) changing how they buy groceries online. Just 
under a third (32%) say that they have bought groceries 
online more than before while only 12% have bought  
less online.

Most consumers expect to continue purchasing an 
increased amount online once the coronavirus issue 
is over. 44% say, as of May 20, they’ll continue to shop 
in the way that they do at the moment, while 48% say 
they’ll go back to shopping as they did previously. Only 
7.5% say they haven’t changed the way they buy and only 
1% of respondents to the RetailX Coronavirus Consumer 
Confidence Tracker say they don’t shop online. The 

largest groups of respondents buy online between six 
and 15 times a year (29%) or between 16 and 30 times a 
year (27%). Fourteen per cent say they buy online more 
than 60 times a year – or more than once a week.

Almost two-thirds of those questioned (62%) on 
May 20 said they had reduced the extent to which they 
visit physical stores, while 26% said they had stopped 
altogether. This is the highest number of people who say 
they have reduced their store visits yet, although it has 
remained at around 60% since the poll of March 25. Non-
essential retail stores were ordered to close on March 
23. On March 11, in the early days of the pandemic, only 
21.2% said they had reduced the extent to which they 
went to shops.
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Has COVID-19 (coronavirus) affected your shopping in physical stores?
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The pandemic has shaken up which retailers consumers buy from
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Covid-19 affected social activity 
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Grocery retailers really stepped up in the national interest and showed leadership

Pubs have
really stepped up
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46% believe that Covid-19 will be over in 4-12 months
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MADISON   
www.freewheel.co.uk
Madison is predominantly a B2B 
business wholesaling bicycles, bike 
parts, clothing and accessories. The 
Covid-19 lockdown has forced it to 
focus on a growing direct to consumer 
business as a way to support its 
customer base of independent 
stores and meet consumer demand 
for bicycles as a way to exercise 
during lockdown. This it has done 
successfully, working with digital 
agency Gene Commerce to implement 
changes to its Freewheel.co.uk 
ecommerce site and accelerating the 
integration of independent stores into 
a click and collect capability. 

Growth for the year to date on 
Freewheel has reached 458%; with 
40% of those sales placed in May 
which is usually the company’s 
busiest month. “Every week is a 
record week. We absolutely smashed 
our targets in May this year,” says 
Dom Langan, ceo, Madison. It has 
meant everyone in the company has 
had to adapt not only to a D2C model 
but new, faster and flexible ways of 
working: the warehouse is operating 
24 hours with 3 shifts; offices  
have become extensions of the 
warehouse enabling more bikes 
to be built; marketing and graphic 
designers, who usually work on 
events and POS material, are creating 
banner ads, emails and social media 
ads focusing on Freewheel rather 
than Madison; and content plans for 
the website have been replaced with 
constant monitoring and adapting  
to how consumers are searching  
and shopping. 

Freewheel was launched in 2016 
platformed on Magento Commerce 2, 
but as Peter Slijkhuis, e-commerce 
manager, Madison explains: “This is 
not the standard ecommerce model”. 
The B2C site fulfils consumer orders 

for home delivery from Madison’s 
warehouse as well as via a reserve 
and collect service utilising the 
independent bicycle stores which 
are customers of Madison’s B2B 
business. 

The independent stores are 
rewarded for home delivery orders 
“as a way of supporting our B2B 
customers so even if they closed their 
store [during the Covid-19 pandemic] 
they could direct customers to 
the Freewheel site and still earn a 
commission,” explains Slijkhuis.

Reserve and collect has been 
offered across a range of products but 
with the variances in real-time stock 
management capabilities amongst 
retailers it has meant that every order 
had to be verified between Freewheel, 
the retailer and the customer. 
Currently, once the consumer has 
gone through the checkout process 
for a reserve & collect order, 
customer care sends details of the 
order to the store and the company 
then invoices the retailer the cost 
price for the consumer’s purchase, 
explains Slijkhuis.

The company has cut back to having 
just complete bicycles available for 

reserve and collect but development 
of a full click and collect solution 
has been accelerated and is due to 
go live in a couple of months with a 
larger number of stores. This will 
mean consumers paying for their 
purchases online rather than in 
store, automation and streamlining 
of processes between Madison and 
the stores and development of a way 
to link notifications from the stores 
when a delivery has been made to 
automatically tell the consumer 
that they can collect their purchase. 
The integration for click and collect 
between retailers and Freewheel had 
been rolled out to 150 stores when 
lockdown commenced in March but 
has now expanded to 360. 
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POUNDSHOP 
www.poundshop.com
Poundshop’s decision in August 
2019 to move to Magento Commerce 
Cloud has proved fortuitous in light 
of the pandemic and increase in 
ecommerce. The value FMCG retailer 
had previously seen high order levels 
on Black Friday 2019 when it recorded 
an uplift of 320%. The value of orders 
taken online on Saturday 14 March 
represented a 230% uplift above Black 
Friday’s record and a 740% increase 
on average daily takings – and stayed 
at that level for a further week. 

The ecommerce site remained 
stable scaling easily and effi ciently 
with zero technical involvement from 
Poundshop despite rapid increases in 
traffi c and order levels.

During the tidal wave of consumer 
panic buying ahead of lockdown, 
Poundshop took 1,900 orders on this 
one Saturday alone. Its agency The 
The Pixel and Adobe responded with 
increased server capacity as the 
traffi c increased on their Magento 
Commerce website.

The VC-backed pureplay has been 
platformed on Magento Commerce 
since day one. “They were upgrading 
the server capacity for us throughout 
the day whereas previously we’d have 
been left taking the website down 
because it couldn’t have coped,” says 

Chris Maddox, ceo, Poundshop.
Automatic warnings told 

Poundshop when it was getting 
close to capacity and The Pixel 
identifi ed whether the traffi c was real. 
Adobe could then action the increase 
in server capacity. “It’s very automated 
and there’s little intervention from 
us apart from saying that it’s correct 
and can we have the increase,” adds 
Maddox.

The VC-backed pureplay has 
been platformed on Magento since 
day one. Its ambitions to grow the 
business saw a move to The Pixel and 
Commerce Cloud to provide it with a 
strong foundation that would be ready 
for spikes in traffi c at any time. The 
decision was based on “stability and 
growth,” says Maddox. Poundshop is 

now upgrading to Magento Commerce 
Cloud 2.3.5. 

Last year also saw the retailer 
reducing and simplifying categories 
on its site and moving from selling 
“everything” for £1 to concentrating 
on FMCG products including food, 
cleaning, toiletries, snacks and 
confectionary. It also introduced fi ve 
different value price points from £1 to 
£5, in the belief that if you simplify the 
products and create a simpler story 
for the customer to understand they 
convert more easily. It also enabled 
links to be made between editorial 
and categories.

The retailer’s core focus is on 
providing value to consumers, 
replicating the success online that 
founder Stephen Smith had with 
bricks and mortar retailer Poundland. 
The pandemic has given the business 
a “leg up” in its plans to grow into 
a £30m - £40m business in 3 or 4 
years’ time and it is operating now 
consistently above the level where 
it had expected to be. Business has 
dropped down to a “new norm for us”.

Further developments will see the 
introduction of a new ERP system 
and greater effi ciencies in stock 
management. Poundshop is also 
investigating how to scale above the 
current level of business.
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COUNTRY RANGE   
www.countryrange.co.uk
www.caterite.co.uk

Caterite Foodservice, a member of 
the Country Range foodservice group, 
switched on a B2C ecommerce site 
two days after lockdown commenced 
realising quickly that its usual 
business of supplying wholesale to 
chefs in the hospitality industry was 
going to be badly affected by the 
Covid-19 lockdown. Other companies 
within the 12-strong non-competing 
independent foodservice wholesale 
group, which work together for greater 
purchasing power, went on to launch 6 
Magento Commerce-based direct to 
consumer sites in the fi rst few weeks 
of lockdown, aided by eCommerce 
agency iWeb. 

These traditional, longstanding 
businesses usually operate with 
fi eld agents and telephone orders 
and can turn around orders from 
chefs at midnight and deliver at 7am 
the next morning. B2B ecommerce 
accounts for only a small proportion 
of the turnover for these £10m - 
£1bn businesses and for one of the 

companies it was their fi rst step into 
ecommerce of any type. 

All have seen their long-term goals 
for digital massively accelerated 
due to the pandemic and this has 
resulted in major changes for teams, 
operations and systems, explains 
Richard Fletcher, managing director, 
Foodservice Online and ex-managing 
director of Caterite. “None of the 
businesses had taken card payment 
online previously,” he says.

A group-wide product information 
solution had been introduced across 
the businesses in July 2019 and 
this was integrated with Magento 
Commerce at the start of the lockdown 
to populate product information 
enabling D2C sites to be switched 
on quickly. Stock, pricing, back offi ce 
ERPs were plugged in along with 
a number of extensions to lift the 
ecommerce experience.

Cases of products which would 
normally be sold in large quantities to 
hotels, cafes, schools and restaurants 
were split into smaller quantities and 
the price for individual items was 
added so that consumers could make 

comparisons with supermarkets even 
though they were purchasing in bulk. 
New products, such as toiletries, pet 
food and compost, were introduced 
as the companies pivoted to become 
more consumer-focused.

Some of the companies introduced 
click and collect operations enabling 
consumers local to their warehouse 
to have their order put in the boot 
of their car. One company switched 
on nationwide delivery utilising 
third party logistics functionality 
within Magento.

With their usual B2B sales reduced 
by 70-90%, selling direct to consumers 
isn’t expected to be a massive part of 
any of the businesses but it is helping 
to keep staff employed and busy. 
Lessons being learnt about email 
campaigns, social media targeting, 
Google shopping feeds and selling 
on Amazon are giving them exposure 
to new technologies and techniques 
that can help them grow their overall 
business in the future. Up to now they 
have been working within a niche 
B2B space which has been sheltered 
from the wider move within retail 
to omnichannel and making every 
opportunity shoppable.

“It’s exposing them to the 
wider ecommerce world and the 
opportunities that sit within that. It’s a 
far easier environment to learn about 
ecommerce in than their traditional 
B2B model. We’ll see the transferral 
of these learnings, new habits and 
new opportunities into their core 
B2B model and that’s what the big 
benefi t of this will be rather than it 
becoming a hugely lucrative part of 
their business,” says Fletcher.

Long term it is helping to accelerate 
a change in mindset towards digital 
that will enable these businesses to 
look at their budgets and strategy and 
the balance of where ecommerce fi ts 
in the mix of their sales channels. 
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OUTDOOR TOYS 
www.outdoortoys.co.uk
A significant increase in sales in April 
as parents rushed online to buy toys 
to keep children entertained while at 
home in the sunshine led to Outdoor 
Toys adjusting its business, marketing 
campaigns and PPC ads strategy to 
manage demand. 

In April, the pureplay retailer 
experienced an uplift of 60% above the 
previous record sales level recorded 
in December 2019 which saw sales 
increase by 40% on the prior year’s 
figures. Sales in May 2020 only 
declined by 10% month-on-month. 

With its best selling products 
selling out and stock levels changing 
fast, constant updates were required 
between Outdoor Toys and the team 
at digital agency Fisheye which 
operates as the retailer’s outsourced 
ecommerce team. The Outdoor Toys 
site was receiving a far higher level 
of organic orders than normal so its 
Google PPC ads strategy had to be 
adjusted to limit sales to a level that 
the company was able to manage. 

This was achieved by increasing 
the PPC return on ad spend (ROAS) 
to a level that delivered the optimum 
amount of orders for the lowest cost 
of sale. 

Previously, Google PPC has 
been responsible for 80% of the 
company’s sales resulting in a ROAS 
of 1200%. When social advertising 
was introduced in January 2019, 
the combination of re-marketing 
opportunities that this offered and 
the additional potential to drive new 
customers resulted in an increased 
total revenue through PPC ads 
of 121% year-on-year, whilst still 
delivering 1100% return on ad spend. 

However, online growth has to be 
managed operationally. During the 
pandemic an increase in orders along 
with the Covid-19 measures put in 

place in the warehouse, increased 
delivery times for customer orders. 
Throughout, a robust and scalable 
approach to development combined 
with a high growth digital strategy 
has enabled Outdoor Toys to scale 
exponentially as demand increased. 

The retailer is no stranger to 
growth though. The company hit 
multimillion pound revenue within 
six months of launching in November 
2015. In 2019, it recorded 74% year-
on-year growth following migration of 
its site to Magento Commerce 2. This 
resulted in an improved experience 
for customers on mobile devices, 
something that was necessary since 
more than 75% of the retailer’s site 
traffic comes from mobile users. 
Conversion rates and AOV improved; 
38% mobile conversion rate increase 
year-on-year and 39% overall year-

on-year increase in revenue.
The platform was selected due 

to its scalability and flexibility in 
campaign management which, for 
Outdoor Toys, has historically driven 
very high traffic levels over a short 
time period, such as Black Friday. 
Therefore, the company knew that 
the solution would stand up to the 
continuous high demand being seen 
in April and May 2020. This, coupled 
with new warehousing, warehouse 
management solutions and CRM, 
meant that Outdoor Toys had the 
foundations in place to scale up 
operations during its own peak. 

Going forward, it will continue to 
diversify with its own products in 
order to protect its supply chain and 
maximise loyalty of its existing and 
new customers ready for whatever its 
‘new normal’ becomes. 
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SEASALT  
www.seasaltcornwall.co.uk
Fashion brand Seasalt launched a 
localised Ireland ecommerce site on 
Magento Commerce while dealing 
with record activity on its UK site 
during the Covid-19 lockdown. The 
new site, which launched on 11 June, 
enables Seasalt’s customers in Ireland 
to shop in Euros and be offered local 
delivery options. Launched as an MVP, 
with the aid of digital agency Redbox, 
it also gives the company a learning 
experience ahead of launching a new 
UK site in the autumn. 

Ireland is a smaller market for 
Seasalt and enables the business to 
test the new platform and de-risk via 
learnings before a full launch in the 
UK later. It also allows the ecommerce 
team “to get comfortable with what 
Magento Commerce looks and feels 
like,” explains Will Charnley, omni 
channel director, Seasalt. “We also 
have a view of what technology is 
working and what customers are 
responding to, again, in a much less 
risky environment,” he adds.

These learnings will feed into 
further iterations, enabling the brand 
to evolve its digital presence further.

The decision to transform the digital 
proposition was taken in late 2019, as 
Seasalt’s ecommerce revenue stream 
was fast accelerating. “We needed a 
platform to scale our growth, to go to 
international markets meaningfully, 
in order to offer omnichannel 
experiences between our store 
portfolio, which is now close to 70, and 
online experiences,” he says.

The company has recruited a director 
of digital with Magento experience 
and they will be taking the brand’s 
digital business to the next stage of 
growth internationally, maximising the 
potential of the Magento platform. 

At the same time as launching the 
Ireland site, Seasalt has had to adapt 

to the new norm of teams working 
remotely against a backdrop of the 
temporary closure of all its bricks and 
mortar stores. Its UK ecommerce site 
has seen a number of weeks of record 
growth as the team kept the digital 
channel working “brilliantly well”. 

Rather than driving promotions, 
content on the site has been carefully 
managed to remain relevant to 
consumers. Seasalt’s emphasis has 
been less on driving promotions, and 
instead site content has been carefully 
managed and curated to reflect the 
brand’s values and heritage. Stories 

of Cornwall, its people, creativity and 
style have inspired customers and 
encouraged participation in diverting 
activities such as live drawing 
sessions, baking and reading – all 
tapping in to how many people have 
spent lockdown life. 

Seasalt has attracted and acquired 
a significant number of new online 
customers in this period, many  
of whom are new to the brand  
rather than already being store 
customers, presenting the brand 
with fresh opportunity to inspire  
and engage. 
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Retailers have shown ongoing resilience in recent years with the rise of digital 
commerce and a transition to omnichannel retailing. This has meant organisation-
wide restructuring, implementation of new technologies and ways of working, 
development of new skills for existing staff and recruitment in different areas. It has 
also seen retailers gaining a new, deeper understanding of the customer, not as a 
single group but as individuals. 

None of this has been a tick-list with an end date but an ongoing journey. Agility 
and flexibility have been key with leadership from the top of the business and 
understanding and buy-in from the entire organisation. 

If you look at Covid-19 dispassionately as an extension of the change that retail 
has been going through then it’s like a test of the foundations of the business and the 
strength of its digital core. Pushing the industry on the equivalent of five years in the 
space of 3 months is extreme, but those companies that have embraced the changes 
and excelled over the past decade have managed well and for others the opportunity 
was waiting to be discovered and they were quick to seize it. 

CONCLUSION

Retailers and brands have proven it is possible to 
move quickly, change strategy and be agile.

The internet and individual cloud-platformed 
ecommerce sites are able to cope with huge spikes 
in real customer demand, but customers will 
queue if necessary.

Marketing messages need to be transparent and 
show that the brand understands the customer as 
an individual.

Consumers are more likely to choose brands that 
treated employees well during the crisis and those 
which pay more attention to sustainability. 

However, given the right circumstances, consumers 
will switch brand loyalty.

key learnings10 
Covid-19 has been a trigger for what would have 
happened with the ongoing shift to digital anyway.

Ecommerce has been the saviour for omnichannel 
retailers that have seen their stores close. 

The winners will be omnichannel retailers able 
to pivot to bricks and mortar stores supporting a 
digital retail strategy.

Ecommerce sales remain above 2019’s levels 
accounting for 30% of total retail sales.

It is looking very much like a digital-first future. 
The digital experience will continue to change 
with investment in digital tools such as artificial 
intelligence. 
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