International Journal of Logistics Research and
Applications
A Leading Journal of Supply Chain Management

ISSN: (Print) (Online) Journal homepage: https://www.tandfonline.com/loi/cjol20

A brave new world for retail logistics and SCM in
the 2020s and beyond
David B. Grant, Ruth Banomyong & Brian J. Gibson
To cite this article: David B. Grant, Ruth Banomyong & Brian J. Gibson (2021): A brave new world
for retail logistics and SCM in the 2020s and beyond, International Journal of Logistics Research
and Applications, DOI: 10.1080/13675567.2021.1986477
To link to this article: https://doi.org/10.1080/13675567.2021.1986477

Published online: 04 Oct 2021.

Submit your article to this journal

Article views: 378

View related articles

View Crossmark data

Full Terms & Conditions of access and use can be found at
https://www.tandfonline.com/action/journalInformation?journalCode=cjol20

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LOGISTICS: RESEARCH AND APPLICATIONS
https://doi.org/10.1080/13675567.2021.1986477

A brave new world for retail logistics and SCM in the 2020s and
beyond
David B. Grant

a,b

, Ruth Banomyong

b

and Brian J. Gibson

a,c

a

Hanken School of Economics, Helsinki, Finland; bThammasat University, Bangkok, Thailand; cAuburn University,
Auburn, AL, USA
ABSTRACT
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This perspective paper considers the current state of retail and retail
logistics and supply chain management to discuss what the future may
hold for it through four important issues: changing consumer
expectations, the impact of e-commerce, and the relationship with the
natural environment all of which are inﬂuenced by the economic
environment. These issues apply to retailing globally and have been
exacerbated by events such as the global COVID-19 pandemic, and
examples are provided from various retail markets to illustrate them.
Retailers will need to think strategically how to adapt their business
models to address these issues by recognising the needs of new
consumer segments, focussing on niche service and products to avoid
direct clashes with larger physical store and Internet retailers,
embracing more fully opportunities in e-commerce, and ensuring their
activities are sustainable economically, socially and ecologically.
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Introduction and approach
This paper is a perspective1 that argues three current issues, social and consumer expectations, ecommerce and online retailing and environmental issues, and underpinned by a fourth issue, the
economic and business environment. We present these challenges as the most important ones
for retailers and their logistical and supply chain activities during this decade and beyond. A full
treatise on all important issues could comprise a very large book, but in our view, these four are
the overarching issues with signiﬁcant impact. Other issues might be sub-sets of, or inform,
these four issues.
Our research method for this paper used a three-fold approach. Firstly, we conducted desk or
secondary research to trawl current events regarding the state of retailing and the four issues in
both academic and other sources such as trade journals, the media, and websites. Besides traditional
logistics and supply chain academic journals, we scanned the table of contents of several major
retailing and distribution journals, Journal of Retailing, International Journal of Retail & Distribution Management, Journal of Retail and Consumer Services, and International Review of Retail,
Distribution and Consumer Research, over the past ﬁve years to capture any pertinent articles related
to trends. Secondly, we conducted autoethnography, which comprised the authors discussing these
issues among themselves to generate a consensus view that informed our decision to select these
four issues. Finally, we presented them at several academic and industry conferences in late 2020
to solicit feedback (Anderson 2006).
CONTACT David B. Grant
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We consider our method appropriate and our approach rigorous and relevant as the authors
have a collective 20 plus years’ experience in retail and retail logistics management and over 75
plus years’ experience as logistics and supply chain management academics focussing on retail
and retail logistics, including journal paper authorship, reviewing, and editing; research funding
application submission and reviewing; conference and event organisation; teaching, program and
course design and PhD supervision; and university managerial experience including roles as
heads of department, research centres and deanships.

What has changed in retail?
Retail activities over the last four decades, from production and provision through consumption,
have dramatically changed and been aﬀected by these four issues. However, while these issues
are not new in themselves, they have become exacerbated or accelerated by exogenous events at
the turn of this Millennium’s third decade, such as the coronavirus or COVID-19 pandemic and
the UK’s exit or Brexit from the European Union, which have aﬀected the nature of retail.
There has been much debate over the last decade and one-half as to whether physical retail
stores, commonly referred to as ‘bricks-and-mortar’ will exist in ﬁfty years or whether all retailing
activity will take place online. Many cities in North America and Europe have seen a decline in city
centre or ‘high street’ retailing as well as the decline of large shopping malls and thus ‘brick-andmortar’ stores no longer represent the primary channel for the distribution of products nor act as
the ﬁnal point in the purchase funnel (Caro, Kök, and Martínez-de-Albéniz 2019).
For example, attempts were made in the UK a decade ago to enable local councils, residents,
retailers, and other businesses to try out new ideas in local high streets to meet local circumstances
(DCLG 2013). Some argued high streets must shift their focus from retail to community activities
(Pagano 2013) as there will be fewer shops and technology will completely re-design the way communities see and use them, e.g. developing multipurpose community hubs providing oﬀerings of
education, housing, leisure, arts and health (Mesure 2013). Yet others believe traditional retailing
will survive, albeit in a modiﬁed format, with new oﬀerings to provide a diﬀerent and more holistic
shopping experience (Sharma 2014) as retail remains a key contributor for revitalising European
economies (Dickinson 2014).
However, from a logistics and supply chain management perspective (LSCM), retailing is the last
link before consumers in the usual deﬁnitions of LSCM, such as the Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals (CSCMP) deﬁnition concerned with ‘point of origin to point of consumption’ and not simply point of sale. Retailing has however been considered somewhat of an
orphan as logisticians and supply chain managers consider it the purview of marketers while marketers consider it the purview of shopkeepers (Grant 2012, 2021).
How then can retailers deal with their external environment and how it aﬀects their LSCM
activities? McArthur, Weaven, and Dant (2016) derived six factors to explain the retail change:
economic eﬃciencies, cyclical patterns, power inequities, innovative behaviour, environmental
inﬂuence, and interdependent parts of a system in co-evolution. These are primarily exogenous
retail concerns but several inﬂuence retail LSCM.
From a retail LSCM viewpoint, advances in technology suggesting solutions such as e-commerce, artiﬁcial intelligence and big data, and the Internet of Things have become important to
retailers in the US (Gibson, Ishfaq, and Davis-Sramek 2020) and academics are researching these
potential enablers away from consideration of the consumer, a critical actor in this process. If consumer needs are not understood and addressed, they may not purchase and then all cost savings and
technological advantages will be for nought as there will be no revenue to oﬀset these costs. The
consumer’s direct retail service experience involves cognitive, emotional, sensory, social, and behavioural responses to the retailer and retailing environment, which includes issues of operational
optimisation complicated by the development of multi-channels and increasing consumer touchpoints (Souiden, Ladhari, and Chiadmi 2019).

INTERNATIONAL JOURNAL OF LOGISTICS RESEARCH AND APPLICATIONS

3

Turning to the two externalities, Roggeveen and Sethuraman (2020) noted a shift in product purchases stemming from COVID-19 where demand has increased for essential goods such as food,
groceries and healthcare and decreased for non-essential goods such as apparel and footwear.
This has led to management changes of sourcing, inventory, supply chains, storage, deliveries,
and safe maintenance of facilities. COVID-19 has also required retailers to amend their services,
particularly distribution, for those consumers whose fears for their health play an important role
in the shopping behaviour. Retailer marketing communications and retailing processes therefore
must address these fears and reduce risks in the physical and online shopping experience (Eger
et al. 2021).
Deloitte (2019) foresaw several major LSCM issues arising from Brexit that would directly aﬀect
the retail sector: decreased supplier visibility which would lead to more risk of product safety and
integrity, additional tariﬀs and product costs including potential changes in tariﬀ rates and diﬀerent
accounting for VAT, increased administrative costs such as more paperwork, IT systems upgrades
and staﬀ training, and potential delays and longer lead times to move good across border crossings
such as Dover-Calais. Since January 2021, when Brexit came into eﬀect, UK exports to the EU have
decreased signiﬁcantly with the UK Food and Drink Federation reporting its producers have £2 billion in sales with beef and cheese exports falling 37% and 34% respectively (O’Carroll 2021). A
shortage of lorry (truck) drivers from EU nations that have caused supply issues, coupled with retail
store staﬀ decreases due to stores failing due to COVID-19, have caused disruptions to the retail
supply chain, and has resulted in shortages and empty shelves, particularly in the grocery sector.
We therefore argue that four holistic issues are key to aﬀecting the retail domain, and some of
these were noted by McArthur, Weaven, and Dant (2016). Three issues stem from changes in consumer expectations and behaviour due to demographics and lifestyle/life stages towards younger
consumer generations, e-commerce and online retailing growth which is more predominant in
younger generations, and environmental issues and a growing propensity to be sustainable.
These three issues are underpinned and aﬀected by the fourth issue, slow economic growth aﬀecting
the ability of consumers to purchase regardless of generation.
We recognise this is a broad topic, which cannot receive full justice in a space-constrained perspective paper. However, the four issues we identify are proving strong regarding a direction of travel and hence we believe our views are well-founded. Our objective with this perspective paper is to
stimulate academic and practitioner thinking about these issues to develop research and innovation
to address them over the coming decades. We next present a discussion about these four issues
facing retail and provides some suggestions for retail LSCM ﬁrms to consider, using examples
from around the globe to illustrate them.

Changing consumer expectations
Esper et al. (2020) recently called for LSCM academics to refocus on the consumer and develop consumer-centric supply chains as part of the burgeoning experience economy. However, while we
embrace that call, we wonder whether some LSCM academics forgot CSCMP’s deﬁnition of logistics management where its purpose is to meet customer or consumer needs at point-of-consumption (Grant 2012).
Meeting consumer needs through retailing is one of LSCM’s key outputs (Grant 2012) but if the
discipline has lost its way (Esper et al. 2020) retailers and their LSCM partners may have missed a
signiﬁcant demographic shift. This reﬂects a call by Gauri et al. (2021) for retailers to evolve through
developing consumer-centric formats both online and in physical stores that will lead to integrated
channels in future. There are six consumer generations: Silent (born between 1925 and 1945), Baby
Boomers (1946–1964), Generation X (1965–1979), Millennials or Generation Y (1980–1994), Generation Z (1995–2012), and now Generation Alpha (born after 2012). Millennials and Generation Z
segments are outpacing the three previous segments while the Generation Alpha segment is not yet
mature enough to be counted (Fry 2020).
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Millennials and Generation Z will thus be the signiﬁcant target market segments going forward
until mid-century for retailers (Deloitte 2020). Further, their needs and ways of ‘shopping’ are
diﬀerent to the previous three generations who are in less consumptive life stages and hence retail
growth for them is limited (Larsen and Enlund 2021), save for lifestyle services such as travel and
healthcare (Popa, Dabija, and Grant 2019).
Along with globalisation, rapid technological advances since the turn of the Millennium have
eliminated physical borders between consumers and products through e-commerce or omnichannel retailing, allowing retail stores to make use of the most up-to-date and eﬀective customer
relationship strategies. However, this new context has not only had a strong bearing on retailers,
compelled to adapt their oﬀerings and communications to the new reality, but also on consumer
attitudes and behaviour (Verhoef, Kannan, and Inman 2015).
Each consumer generation exhibits speciﬁc characteristics, attitudes, preferences, and behaviour
depending on events marking its existence, e.g. conﬂicts, social upheavals, need to work from an
early age, etc. (Dabija, Bejan, and Grant 2018). Values shared by a generation determine its behaviour and it is imperative for retailers to know, understand and develop strategies suited for each
consumer generation to enable product and brand satisfaction and fulﬁlment.
Supported by their values and beliefs, these two segments are interested in quality products, services, experiences, and despite paying a fair price relative to quality, i.e. respecting the price-value
relationship, they are nevertheless cost-conscious (Deloitte 2020). They have also grown up in a
context of innovation and rapid change; as ‘digital natives’ they are living almost symbiotically
with diﬀerent forms of personal technology e.g. computers, tablets, smartphones. They have witnessed a turbulent development of communication technologies and social networking technology
in a global and massively connected world. Lastly, they are also highly educated, mostly being elearners, very environmentally conscious and active (Popa, Dabija, and Grant 2019).
For example, Thailand has a population of 69 million where in 2020 there were 90.7 million
mobile connections (130% of the population), 55 million active social media users (79% of the
population) with 99% of internet users aged between 16 and 64 owning a smart phone. Thailand’s
internet penetration rate is 82% and users spend 8.4 h per day on the internet with 74% of this
group purchasing products online via mobile phones. Annual e-commerce growth is 42.8% and
the average purchase value is US $216.
Millennials and Generation Z make up more than 30% of the Thai population and this cohort
spends on average just over 53 h a week online. Roughly, 15% of consumers look for product information via smartphone versus only 7% via computers. This behaviour emphasises the importance
of mobile-ﬁrst companies and mobile-optimised websites (Prateepsawangwong and Luo 2018;
Anon 2021a). In comparison, Cheung (2021) forecasted that China’s retail e-commerce sales will
grow by 21.0% in 2021 to around $363 billion, versus the 4.0% growth in total retail sales, and
will represent 52.1% of that total. However, projected retail e-commerce sales in 2022 and 2023
will respectively be $429 billion and $477 billion. However, these represent respective increases
of 18.3% and 11.0%, which might mean China is slowing down economically or is reaching retail
saturation.
Since the pandemic, Thai consumers have reported a strong focus on healthy habits, product
safety and environmental impact. In a survey conducted by McKinsey in 2020 around 80% of
Thai consumers intend to focus more on product safety post-COVID-19, and 70% will spend
more time to understand the safety of grocery purchases. The same survey also observed that consumers are shopping more often but only spending more online or in convenience stores; wet markets are impacted most severely. Another interesting insight is that about 70% of consumers have
tried alternate brands, driven mostly by availability with 5% intending to not switch back. Availability to serve consumers during the pandemic has become a critical issue for Thai retailers
(McKinsey 2020).
Thus, Millennials and Generation Z represent a real challenge for retailers as they are nonconformist and independent in their decision-making process, are relatively self-suﬃcient, hard to
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place in behaviour patterns, assume high risks and break traditional norms and values. Their willingness to embrace e-commerce as well as their in-store shopping preferences will impact the scope
and structure of retail logistics. For example, retailers may require smaller and more frequent deliveries for store and diﬀerent and possibly new solutions for their e-commerce fulﬁlment. Hence,
retailers and their logistics partners need to better understand what they ‘really, really want’ as
demand from them is quite diﬀerent from the other generation segments (Deloitte 2020).
Retailers should provide tailored oﬀerings for them in terms of products, promotion, and place,
especially online versus traditional in-store retail online shopping experience, to allow them to be
satisﬁed at the outset with purchases as discussed in the next section. Further, retailers who have a
sustainability orientation and exhibit environmentally friendly behaviour may better meet their
needs and generate loyalty. I.e. good retailer practices in relation to the environment will see
these consumers more likely to trust the retailer as well as recommend their oﬀers, brands, and products to others (Dabija, Bejan, and Grant 2018).

The impact of E-commerce
E-commerce and online retailing have grown signiﬁcantly since the mid-1990s and the primary
reason for this growth is increased access and connectivity to the Internet, the primary vehicle
for such activity. This changing face of retail oﬀers both opportunities and problems for the retail
sector, with some commentators forecasting that 25% of retail could eventually be conducted
online. Europe was the world leader with an estimated 82% of households having Internet connectivity and access in 2018, followed by Russia and Eastern Europe at 76%, the Americas at 71%, all of
Asia at 53% with Thailand leading the way at 82%, and the Arab states at 52% (Statista 2019a).
Total worldwide retail sales were estimated to US $24.9 trillion in 2018 (Statista 2019b) with ecommerce sales comprising $2.8t or just over 11% (Statista 2019c). The top countries in online retail
sales in 2018 were estimated to be China at $1.56 trillion, the US ($482 billion), the UK ($132 billion), Japan ($123 billion), Germany ($83 billion), France ($53 billion), Republic of Korea ($51 billion) and Canada ($40 billion). The UK has led the way in Europe with average online sales
comprising 20% of total retail sales, but it is too early to know how this may change due to Brexit,
while in continental Europe online sales only comprise 8% of total retail; the tipping point that triggers a signiﬁcant drive for needing more distribution space is typically the 10% level (Fernie and
Grant 2019).
E-commerce was expected to grow rapidly during 2020 from lockdowns incurred due to the
COVID-19 pandemic. Online sales in the US for the ﬁrst two quarters were $347 billion, an increase
of 30% over the $267 billion ﬁgures during the same period in 2019. Comparatively, total retail sales
grew 4% year-on-year while e-commerce sales grew from 14.9% of total retail sales in 2019 to 18.6%
(Ali 2020). Conversely, European e-commerce was forecast to be €717 billion by the end of 2020 or
an increase of only 12.7% compared to a 14.2% increase in 2019. Western Europe accounts for 70%
of total e-commerce value and has the highest share of online shoppers (83%). E-commerce growth
in Romania and Bulgaria has increased by 30%, the highest rate in all of Europe. However, these two
countries have the lowest share of online shoppers at around 30% each (Ecommerce News EU
2020).
One online retailer, Amazon, has done very well during the pandemic. Its year-on-year online
sales in the fourth quarter of 2020 ($66.5 billion) grew 46% from the same period in 2019 ($45.7
billion) while subscription service went from $5.2-$7.1 billion, a 35% increase. They embedded
themselves socially with the non-proﬁt organisation Magic Breakfast to ﬁnancially assist and distribute more than two million free, healthy breakfasts to children studying at home due to COVID-19
and delivered more than six million COVID-19 testing kits free of charge (Amazon 2021). However, there is another side to the Amazon coin. Despite Amazon’s policy of $15 per hour starting
pay for warehouse roles, workers attempted to unionise in response to perceived poor company
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response to COVID-19 safety protocols, as well as perceived unreasonable policies regarding productivity rates, break times, and shift schedules (Herrera 2021; O’Neil 2021).
Southeast Asia is the fastest-growing internet/digital market in the world. Seventy percent of the
region’s population is now online which roughly equates to 460 million people. More than 1 in
every 3 digital service consumers started using the service due to COVID-19 and aside from Vietnam and Thailand, most new consumers are from non-metropolitan areas. The Internet economy
remains resilient at US $100 billion gross merchandise value (GMV), even in the face of a global
slowdown. Newfound online habits have propelled e-commerce GMV to $162 billion with 2025
GMV estimates being revised upwards to $172 billion despite reduced retail and GDP forecasts
for the region (Google, Temasek, and Bain & Company 2020).
Globally, the express and small parcels market grew by 13.0% in 2020 from a little over €350
billion to almost €400 billion due to increased e-commerce purchases due to COVID-19. However,
this growth is forecast to decline to 8.9% in 2021 as e-commerce growth normalises with a compound annual growth rate of 7.5% from 2020 to 2025 (Ralls 2021). In summary, a priori expectations about signiﬁcant e-commerce sales increases have not yet been fully realised, and it
remains unknown how much of the increase seen will be sustained after COVID-19 subsides.
While physical store retailing has its challenges, Morgan (2018) suggested larger big-box stores
will migrate online and smaller, niche stores will dominate traditional physical retail spaces while
surviving retail stores will move towards a more experiential approach, i.e. more like showrooms
allowing consumers to touch and feel the products and then have them delivered to their homes
straight from a warehouse. It may be that retail evolves into a blend of these two ideas in the
long run, i.e. more integration between the physical retail and e-commerce spaces and this will
have an impact on the design and implementation of retail logistical systems.
The term omnichannel means that a consumer’s entire online shopping experience, i.e. both
buying and receiving their goods, is seamlessly and consistently integrated across all channels of
interaction, including in-store, digital media including computers, mobiles and tablets, social
media, catalogues and call centres (Fernie and Grant 2019). Retailers will have to select the optimum distribution channel to succeed with online fulﬁlment, whether it is by consumers ordering
in-store and the retailer delivering to home or consumers ordering online and the retailer or thirdparty logistics (3PL) service provider fulﬁlling from any store or online fulﬁlment centre location
(Gibson, Ishfaq, and Davis-Sramek 2020).
Each option has a diﬀerent cost structure and a lack of understanding of supply chain eﬃciency,
logistics metrics and data means that the value and proﬁtability equations are proving almost
impossible to determine, while systems are busy moving goods and materials rapidly around in
real-time. One of the challenges is that many retailers and their 3PL providers do not know if
the various channels they are using are making money and do not understand the ‘cost to serve’
consumers who want free delivery and free returns with some UK 3PLs like City Link going out
of business in the last decade (Fernie and Grant 2019).
Further, online consumers who continue to insist on a no-pay model, which does not reﬂect true,
actual costs to serve suggests retailers need to better inform and educate consumers about these
issues to enable them to develop a diﬀerent mentality towards them and their various impacts,
with the subsequent result being behavioural change. Retailers must therefore liaise more with consumers to educate them and raise awareness of costs to prevent both bad retail practices and consumer behaviour related to operations, e.g. over consumption on ‘Black Friday’ and ‘showrooming’
by examining goods in-store and then buying cheaper online or bundling orders to reduce operational and environmental costs.
We argue the make-up of the primary e-commerce and dominantly emerging segments, Millennials and Generation Z, and their expectations and behaviours will be more relevant to future ecommerce opportunities. A European study of their online behaviour and preferences Grant,
Dabija, et al. (2017) found they look for information and carry out their online shopping relying
on a variety of search engine sources. Their primary motivation to shop online is the possibility
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to shop anytime, day or night, have products delivered at home, and to avoid salespeople. When it
comes to online fulﬁlment, Grant, Dabija, et al. (2017) also found Millennials and Generation Z
have a clear preference for convenience followed the ability to return products, timeliness, and
cost. They prefer home deliveries via courier followed by retailers. They do not return products
very frequently and will return products only if they are diﬀerent from what was ordered, are defective or the quality is poor. Thus, they want correct, complete, and accurate products.
Finally, as regards returns, Millennials and Generation Z prefer a carrier picking up the products
at their address, free of charge as opposed to paying for a return service. Alternatively, they will also
drop the product at the retailer’s physical store or at a collection and drop-oﬀ point if free of charge
(Grant, Dabija, et al. 2017). These research ﬁndings from Europe may not fully hold across the
globe; however, the Deloitte (2020) survey of Millennials and Generation Z support much of this
work and so this research provides a direction of travel.
Competition in the online environment will decrease prices, aﬀect margins or prompt channel
conﬂict and it remains unclear whether an online channel itself provides strong performance or
whether this performance contributes to overall performance for a retailer and its 3PL partners/parcel carriers. Retailers thus need to properly embrace technology as an enabler to assist with this
‘choreography’ of online retail supply chains (Grant 2012; Gibson, Thornton, and Davis-Sramek
2019). There will be some winners and losers in technological applications and some whose potential is yet unrealised or perhaps uneconomic at present. For example, Deutsche Post DHL has
stopped testing parcel delivery by drones due to legislation and high costs; they believe bicycle courier are a much cheaper investment than drones (Anon 2021b).
Retailers must be adaptable and step up their e-commerce penetration to survive as measures put
in place to contain the spread of COVID-19 dealt a signiﬁcant blow to the retail sector, i.e. lockdowns and restricted travel. Many retailers developed their online platforms, especially those
who were not online previously and are now refocusing their business online, resulting in resizing
or cancelling current rental spaces in many retail centres with some going bankrupt like the
Washington Prime Group in the US (Scurria and Sebastian 2021). Convenience, hygiene, ﬂexibility
and online will be emphasised more for future retail developments in the post-COVID-19 era
(McKinsey 2020).
Retailers around the world will have to change their business operations, not only to match the
drastic drop in footfall but to accommodate new ways of shopping.

Environmental issues and challenges
The third millennium has brought forth concerns among people and society about the protection of
the environment, adoption of environmentally friendly behaviours, sustainable consumption of
products manufactured according to sustainable principles, the purchase of sustainable or green
products, a preference for companies and organisations abiding by the principles of sustainability,
reuse, recycling, and selective waste collection (Grant, Trautrims, and Wong 2017). Retailers have
understood some of these trends and developed healthy, functional, organic, and fair-trade alternatives and some sustainable thinking has permeated retail marketing strategies.
However, there are still issues such as an abundance of cheaper goods that may promote over or
conspicuous consumption, modern-day slavery in retail supply chains not only in developing but
also western economies, and amounts of waste, particularly plastics (Yawar and Seuring 2017).
These ongoing issues suggest retailers need to re-think and restructure their business models
and imbed resultant environmental solutions for not only ecological but also economic and social
sustainability so they take hold, as well as address the UN’s Sustainable Development Goals or SDGs
(see https://sdgs.un.org/goals) and go beyond trends and fads that do not consider important and
fundamental good practices (Grant, Trautrims, and Wong 2017).
Retailing has a major impact on global supply chains through increased global sourcing, outsourcing and deeper supplier relationships, more use of technology, lean and agile supply chain
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processes, and a one-way ﬂow in the supply chain which have also been detrimental from a sustainability perspective. Reverse logistics or product recovery, emissions of CO2 gases, use or misuse of
fuel and other natural resources, pollution, and increased levels of waste from production and
packaging are just some of these ecological detriments in retail supply chains (Fernie and Grant
2019), and by not addressing these issues the GDP of developed nation economies may decrease
by as much as 8.5% or around $5 trillion per year, more than the 4.2% decrease attributable to
COVID-19 in 2020 (Harvey 2021).
From a retail logistics perspective, transport emissions are an important and visible problem
with diﬀerent transport modes having diﬀerent eﬀects: road freight has the highest emissions,
with vans being worse than HGVs with 360 g/t-km of CO2 versus 138 g/t-km respectively (Grant
2012). Direct eﬀects on the economic sustainability of retailers include reductions in transport,
loading/unloading eﬃciencies, and a need to reschedule deliveries (Grant, Trautrims, and Wong
2017). Managers in the US consider the use of rapid fulﬁlment capabilities and technology in warehousing and distribution (Gibson and Ishfaq 2020) and freight transportation (Gibson, Thornton,
and Davis-Sramek 2019) are necessary strategically for the rest of this decade. However, there are
also indirect or external social and environmental sustainability eﬀects include reduction of air
quality, increased congestion and noise, potential damage to the architectural heritage of historic
city centres and decreased safety for pedestrians (McKinnon et al. 2015).
Retailers need to consider collaborative horizontal and vertical transportation initiatives to share
capacity (Hingley et al. 2011), including working with competitors to solve mutual problems and
achieve mutually beneﬁcial solutions, i.e. the concept of retail ‘coopetiton’ (Raﬁ-Ul-Shan, Grant,
and Perry 2020). Other collaborative distribution initiatives include urban consolidation centres
or UCCs, developed over the last decade, to address the increase in small parcel deliveries related
to e-commerce activity (Grandval, Nimtrakool, and Grant 2019).
Gibson et al. (2018, 29) quote a retail executive who suggested retailers need to incentivise buying in larger order quantities. ‘The more items you get in the box, the better the math works. As
you’re able to ﬁll that box, cube it out, much like we do our trucks, you’re immediately reducing
the environmental impact.’ Gibson et al. (2018) noted this tactic runs counter to many ‘free delivery
policies’ where consumers are incentivised to make small, frequent purchases through programmes
such as Amazon Prime, and that consumer habits will only change if buying rules change to minimum order size for free shipping, greater discounts for quantity buys, or fees for return shipping. As
noted in the discussion of Millennials and Generation Z above, that will not be an easy task.
Retailers can inﬂuence their own internal operations directly, but can only indirectly inﬂuence
raw material producers, suppliers, and manufacturers further upstream in their supply chains, i.e.
closer to production. One important issue that concerns consumers, particularly the Millennials
and Generation Z segments, is modern-day slavery in supply chains (Blechingberg-Kilpi and
Grant 2020). The 2014 Global Slavery Index determined there were about 36 million slaves worldwide of which 78% were in forced labour (Gold, Trautrims, and Trodd 2015). Slavery aﬀects supply
chain activities for raw materials, commodities and goods and is exacerbated by the principle of
comparative cost advantages in procurement. In fact, supply chains may leverage proﬁtable exploitation of cheap human resource that is facilitated by global inequality and hierarchical social
relations (Grant, Trautrims, and Wong 2017). Mediating responses to detecting and managing
supply chain slavery include bringing together various stakeholders to leverage synergies through
leadership, promoting technological and social innovations with stakeholders including culturally
sensitised learning attitudes, and initiating supplier development programmes knowledge transfer
and capacity building in partnership with suppliers, governments, and non-governmental organisations (Gold, Trautrims, and Trodd 2015).
Retailers should utilise appropriate frameworks or standards, such as the International Standards
Organization or ISO 14000 series, to properly map and monitor their strategic sustainability eﬀorts
and obtain better upstream control (Grant and Shaw 2019). Retailers can also leverage their position
in the supply chain to enable and legitimise a focus on social issues across the supply chain
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(Vadakkepatt et al. 2021). However, retailers’ inﬂuence over consumers may still be limited and
more needs to be done to ensure consumers are cognisant of sustainability issues and practice
what they believe. Retailers must liaise more with consumers to raise awareness of environmental
issues (Gibson et al. 2018).
For example, Finnish fashion consumers believe a lack of supply chain transparency is an issue
for Finnish retailers. But, while they are aware of the sector’s social issues and the negative impact of
their consumption behaviour, price and availability remain primary factors aﬀecting purchase
decisions (Blechingberg-Kilpi and Grant 2020). Further, Meyer (2016) noted 64% of online consumers in Southeast Asia were willing to pay more for products and services from companies they
considered socially and environmentally responsible.
Among consumers in Southeast Asia, Filipino consumers were found to put the greatest value on
responsible business practices, with 79% of polled consumers factoring a company’s CSR record
into their purchasing decision. Filipinos were the most likely group of customers to check packaging for sustainability and environmental labels, with more than 80% of surveyed consumers indicating doing so, compared to a global average of only around 50%. Vietnam ranked second (73%),
followed by Thailand (71%), Indonesia (65%), Malaysia (57%) and Singapore (48%). The perception of consumers in developing markets being uncaring is receding and global brands need to
take this increase in awareness into account when targeting this region.

The economy
The neoclassical ‘Chicago School of Economics’ thinking, which included economists such as Friedrich Hayek, Frank Knight, Milton Friedman and Ronald Coase, encouraged libertarian, eﬃcient or
‘free market’ economic models that have become embedded in global production and consumption
(Olsen 2017). As a result, retail supply chains moved to outsourcing and other techniques to produce and deliver at the lowest cost for their markets. However, this model has been increasingly
criticised for being not only environmentally unsustainable but also the progenitor of inappropriate
human behaviour that led to the current situation and reactionary behaviour against it and which is
incurring notions of ‘deglobalisation’ (Grant, Menachof, and Bovis 2021).
Economic growth has been slow for the past 40 years but certainly exacerbated by the 2008–2010
ﬁnancial crisis and the 2020 coronavirus pandemic. World output was projected to be −4.4% in
2020 and recovering to 5.2% in 2021 but led by emerging markets at 6.0% as opposed to advanced
economies at 3.9% (IMF 2020). Retail sales have fallen leading to massive numbers of store and
shopping mall closures across the advanced economies, net 6,001 UK shops in 2020, decreased
retailer market values, with many brand names disappearing altogether.
Real incomes have fallen some US $47 trillion over the last 40 years for the bottom 90% of population, reducing spending power (Price and Edwards 2020) and global purchasing power is shifting
from advanced economies to emerging markets. The UK Oﬃce of National Statistics has noted consumer conﬁdence is also down 20% down from a 2016 baseline of 100, and that consumers have
adopted habits and behaviours to enhance wellbeing across 3 dimensions: physical (health),
emotional, and ﬁnancial – pursuing money-saving measures and spending is for necessity and
not discretionary (Danziger 2020).
Jacobs (2021) suggests that the free-market system with little government interference will
change in response to the growing climate and natural environment crises, for example, the
Green New Deal is tackling the unequal distribution of wealth across society and encouraging
higher taxes in certain areas such wealth and land to ensure minimum incomes to end poverty
and pay for investments needed to reduce environmental impacts. The eﬀect of such changes in
economic systems on the retail sector is hard to predict but may mean less consumption manifesting itself in less retail purchases.
Stephens (2020) considers the COVID-19 pandemic as a commercial equivalent of a ‘meteor
impact’ on earth which will eradicate many ‘retail species’, see frantic adaptation by others, and
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rapid growth and evolution by a few. He argues that, as in the natural world, a new class of novel
‘apex predator’ retailer will emerge that faces few threats such as Amazon, Alibaba, Walmart and
JD.com. One result has been that several major UK retailers including the Arcadia group, whose
brands include Topshop, Dorothy Perkins, and Miss Selfridge, and the department store brand
Debenhams have all gone into liquidation. Some argue that both changing expectations were
more to blame than economic factors. However, internet retailers have come to the rescue for Arcadia as Asos is acquiring the Topshop, Topman, and Miss Selfridge brands while Boohoo is acquiring
the other three – however, neither retailer is retaining the physical stores (Chambers 2021).
Consumers in Southeast Asia are younger and richer than previous generations. Most internet
users and adopters in the region are under the age of 40 and their average income is relatively high.
This is a crucial element that diﬀerentiates Southeast Asia from western counterparts and they also
spend longer times on their phones on apps, such as WeChat, Facebook, Instagram and Line, with
an average of ﬁve hours online per day (Suba 2019) with Thailand averaging more than eight hours
(Anon 2021a). Thus, Southeast Asia economies and consumers are geared towards e-commerce
more so than western countries.
Two economists in the Nordic region found evidence that ‘structural winds are changing
inﬂation are changing in an inﬂationary direction’ which will put pressure on consumer spending
as inﬂation leads to price increases, for example, food prices increased 40% between 2020 and 2021
(Larsen and Enlund 2021). This may be exacerbated by overestimating the labour supply postCOVID-19 – these economists argue that many Baby Boomers, already at or close to retirement
age, may simply not return and hence the labour supply will decrease putting pressure on wages
and salaries (Larsen and Enlund 2021).

Conclusions
We argue there are four important issues facing retailers the next decade and beyond that aﬀect
their logistical activities: changing consumer expectations which impact e-commerce and the natural
environment with all three being inﬂuenced by the economy. These challenges have either been
exacerbated or better highlighted by the COVID-19 pandemic. We further argue these challenges
suggest that retailers will have to be strategic in adapting their product and service oﬀerings and
attendant value propositions within their logistical, distribution and supply chain network activities, to reﬂect these changes.
We present ﬁve ways for such organisational and strategic adaptation as follows:
.

.

.

.
.

Focus on needs and behaviours of Millennials and Generation Z, who are superseding other segments, in terms of quality, convenience, and sustainability to address increasing consumer and
economic challenges,
Provide niche product and service oﬀerings on basics and low value, commodity products are
unproﬁtable, a reverse scale approach to better compete head-to-head with larger physical
store and Internet retailers,
Encourage consumers to buy online, during the COVID-19 pandemic and after, through better
forecasting and operational decision-making while ensuring such activity is sustainable, to take
advantage of increased e-commerce activity,
Encourage consumers to order and buy online sustainably by bundling products into orders for
fewer deliveries and selecting less packaging waste options
Incorporate societal and environmental issues across the globe within retail and business practices generally, such as sustainable production and packaging and distribution, to demonstrate
a commitment to adopting more sustainable retailing and retail logistics activities including
using less resources, developing solutions to reduce carbon dioxide emissions, and ensuring
there is no modern-day slavery in their supply chains at producer, distribution and retail levels.
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Such adaptation requires vision and foresight by retail managers and chief executives and the
courage to do so. However, those retailers who embrace these adaptations in their logistics and
supply chain activities may be well-positioned to transit into this brave, new retailing world,
carve out their own place in a market where an increasing share is going to the retail giants or
apex predators, and thus remain oﬀ the scrapheap of retail history.

Note
1. Taylor & Francis (2021) considers a ‘perspectives-expert opinion’ paper as more speculative and forward looking to oﬀer authors an opportunity to present criticism or address controversy from a personal perspective.
That does not suggest such a paper is without rigour of thought and analysis; however, in-depth empirical
research is not usually a feature.
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