
In Part One, we illustrated how retail sales had 
boomed in 2020, as well as how consumers were 
dealing with a return to the shops. Retail sales 
appear to continue to be strong in early 2021. So, 
the key question now is how can face-to-face retail 
take advantage of current growth and beyond?

In Part Two, we’ve taken a look at what some of 
the ‘futurists’ from different publications and 
sources are saying about retail in 2021, as well as 
added our own thoughts. Many highlight issues 
such as the increasing role of AI personalisation, 
and AR-powered shopping experiences online 
amongst others came up. We’ve focused on what 
we see as the top three themes that are going to 
impact face-to-face retailers and believe these 
show a dynamic face-to-face retail landscape and 
indicate a potentially strong future for the sector.

1. Frictionless retail and the shift to being 
uber-omnichannel

In the future, there will be no traditional retailers; just 
retailers. The divide between face-to-face and online 
will blur; all will be uber-omnichannel. All face-to-face 
players will have to increasingly operate in the digi-
tal space both online and in-store. Indeed, this may 
also be true for online players, some of whom are 
already moving into the physical space e.g. Amazon 
cashier-less stores.

Uber-omnichannel – adding social commerce: 
having an online store, in addition to bricks 
and mortar, is no longer enough.

The omnichannel strategy of today needs to add 
social commerce. One South Melbourne retailer, 
TheSuperCool, publishes shoppable posts on Insta-
gram. Perhaps linkage to social platforms should be a 
new in-store tactic, and when someone in a store says 
they will “think about it”, perhaps this is an opportu-
nity to ask them if they want to receive a post on that 
product to their Instagram account, or sign up to the 
retailer’s social media… maybe?

Online will increasingly be a part of the in-
store experience

Burberry have created a blended experience mixing 
in-store face-to-face with online using WeChat to 
deliver exclusive content. Shoppers, shop online every-
where. Retailers should be seeking to augment the 
instore experience via online, on phone, tools.

Frictionless retail brings the digital 
experience in-store. 

We worked with McDonald’s in the rollout of their dig-
ital POS and self-serve touch screen ordering. Today, 
it’s amazing how ‘normal’ this now feels. However, we 
think it’s strange that other physical retailers haven’t 
moved in this direction. Why not allow shoppers to 
check if an item is available in-store by touch screen 
instead of waiting for, or worse, having to first find a 
member of staff? 

And why is purchasing still dominated by a till 
and the accompanying queue?

If I can buy online on my phone, perhaps I should just 
be able to scan an item and pay for it on my mobile 
and walk out the door with it. Better still – pay for it 
digitally in-store and have it delivered, same day, as 
you would if you were shopping online. This might be 
a big step and play havoc with the security tag indus-
try, but surely making shopping more frictionless, i.e. 
easier, should always be a goal.
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Payment flexibility: cash is dead, BNPL is the 
new king of the heap.

Figures show that ‘buy now pay later’ solutions such as 
Afterpay account for up to 50% of some online store 
sales. Over 3 million Aussies and Kiwis are with After-
pay alone – and apparently around three-quarters of 
them are Millennials and Gen Z. The local shop was 
the originator of the Christmas Club to help shoppers 
deal with lumpy spend; now face-to-face stores need 
to offer the same payment flexibility as online in order 
to survive.

2. The age of emotion and a return to the 
‘experience economy’

In The Dream Society back in 1999, Rolf Jenson wrote 
about the need to connect with emotions, as did Pine 
and Gilmore in The Experience Economy that same year; 
the rise of Behavioural Economics has only confirmed 
this thinking. That is, the more we feel, the more we 
buy. In short, even if face-to-face stores account for 
fewer sales than in the past (as part of the overall mix), 
creating positive emotional connection through great 
brand stories and experiences in-store will be a potent 
tool to increase connection to the brand, Brand Sa-
lience, as well as sales – even if it’s via another channel 
at a later time.

Experiential retail and ‘retailtainment’

Again, back in 1999, George Ritzer described retailt-
ainment as the “use of ambience, emotion, sound and 
activity to get customers interested in the merchan-
dise and in a mood to buy.” In short, do something 
with them. 

Whether this is as simple as wine tasting in the 
bottle-o, or moving up a level, to building your own 
glasses at Dresden, using AR in store, or becoming a 
tourist attraction – as Nike’s New York store (pictured 
above) has done by allowing shoppers to play out 
their fantasies on the basketball court. Brands can 
build increased salience and connection by delivering 
experiences. Sometimes shoppers will pay a premium 
for it, as many do at The Athlete’s Foot by using their 
MyFit diagnostic machine. Retailers should be looking 

for ways to create value and differentiation, and make 
shoppers feel good by doing more than just selling 
stuff, and perhaps now in our digital world, this is even 
more achievable.

3. The human dimension is critical to 
success

While online brands and retailers are trying to be 
more ‘human’ with AI bots, and some online retailers 
are moving into the physical. The fact that ‘tradition-
al’ retail has people is, at a very deep level, one of its 
key benefits. Face-to-face retail needs to maximise 
their advantage in this space and connect with people 
across a number of levels.

In-store’s greatest strength – it’s all about its 
people

Commerce, the invention of the currency and there-
fore ‘retail’ started somewhere around the tenth mil-
lennium BC. Indeed, many societies have been built on 
trade and many towns and cities through the millennia 
built around marketplaces. We have been shopping 
a long time and this long ago evolved from merely a 
means of exchanging goods, to being a part of the 
culture and fabric of society. Shopping as leisure is 
also as old as the hills. So, what’s the point? Essentially 
it is that shopping is a social and leisure experience, as 
much as it is a necessary one. Clothes shopping can be 
an important bonding time to spend with our children, 
as well as a time when we experience new sensations 
and learn about new things, or just an opportunity 
to “do something” and “see some people”. In short, 
traditional retail is an innately human experience; 
whether it’s the guy in the local bottle shop know-
ing your name, or the pampering you might get in a 
cosmetics concession at a department store, these are 
experiences online simply can’t deliver. Retailers need 
to double down on this key aspect and ensure staff 
service – human interaction – is at the centre of their 
proposition. Being welcoming, providing help, good 
service, as well as recommendations, are all advantag-
es of stores that shouldn’t be forgotten.



Re-tasking staff to do the more important 
stuff – service and customer experience

The use of frictionless technology in-store should not 
mean the need for less staff on the tills. Rather, it 
should mean that these staff – this valuable resource 
– should be doing what an online checkout cannot: 
enhancing experience. Now whether this is support-
ing the discovery of new products, helping shoppers 
find products in a supermarket, or enhancing the 
experience through activations, matters less than the 
commitment to delivering a truly ‘human’ experience. 
Perhaps merely being there to chat to is the most 
important.

Focus on community: a shift to local shopping 
and supporting ‘the little guy’

Focusing on community has been a classic retail tactic 
for many years. One only has to look at Bunnings’ 
community sausage sizzle, Bendigo Bank’s ‘Community 
Bank’ and the support that local independents – from 
the butcher to the real estate agent – give to local as-
sociations and kids sports to know this works. But the 
need for community appears to have been heightened 
by COVID (and last year’s bushfires). Across a range of 
projects we’ve conducted, both for safety reasons and 
a desire to support their local economy and the little 
guy in times of hardship, local shopping is claimed 
to have increased. This also extends to the desire to 

support independents over the big chains. Potentially, 
there’s a PR opportunity for franchise businesses to 
show the local nature of their ownership, and, for the 
big players, initiatives that support local community 
may be more relevant than ever.

Speak to higher order issues: act on sustain-
ability and embrace a circular approach

A number of authors we viewed have picked up on 
Australia’s environmental awareness, something that 
they say is likely to only increase as Gen Z spending 
power kicks in. Brands and retailers who embrace con-
sumers’ values and drive towards wholly sustainable 
products such Local Supply (who make reading glasses 
from plants and not plastic) are moving the goalposts. 
We could take this further.  Is there an opportunity for 
traditional retailers to pivot their product delivery to 
speak to issues and become flagship stores not only 
for themselves, but for ideas and values? We wonder, 
can face-to-face retail build closer emotional relation-
ships with shoppers by becoming shop windows for 
issues as well as products? Fishbowl, a rapidly growing 
Sydney fast food outlet, illustrates their connection 
to ‘Feed the Frontline’ in pride of place on their menu 
board. United Colours of Benetton were spectacularly 
successful in the 80s and 90s with their ethical-based 
advertising. Perhaps it’s time to revive, expand and be 
more overt in this approach to forge deeper emotional 
connections with customers.

In sum: perhaps it’s time that physical re-
tail started to harness its greatest asset – 
being a place of human interaction – and 
utilised technology to free up resources 
to do this.

The retailer of tomorrow will be uber-omnichannel; 
physical retail should adopt and add the benefits of 
digital, social commerce and the online in order to 
be able to leverage its greatest asset – its people – to 
deliver a truly human experience.



Written by Bill Morgan, Cognition Research

Cognition work with some of Australia’s leading 
brands and retailers conducting Shopper/CX Research 
to help them understand and their audiences, as well 
as the appropriate ‘Retail Theatre’ for their categories; 
this being the codes, heuristics, and emotions that are 
delivered by in-store environment & customer expe-
rience that provide meaning and so optimise shopper 
engagement and sales.
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