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Introduction 
 

This document summarises the preliminary results of the horizon scanning on the future of Retail ecosystem 

in Europe.  

The horizon scanning technique aims at identifying potential factors of changes that may influence the Retail 
Ecosystem over the medium-long term (2040). It basically gathers information using several sources: experts’ 
opinions, statements from associations, web mining mechanisms, reports from leading consultancy and key 
stakeholders, etc., with the purpose of identify the key factors of changes; in our case the factors relevant for 
shaping the future EU retail ecosystem. The sources used in this report have been specified for each factor of 
change and can be consulted using the respective links indicated in the chapter on sources. 

The factors of changes shown in this document have been classified by relevant retail ecosystem components 
(Retailers, Consumers, Producers, Wholesalers, Logistics, E-commerce and Warehouse and storage)  and by 
STEEP categories, which distinguish five groups of domains: Socio-cultural, Technological, Economic, 
Environmental and Political.  

The five groups, followed by a brief description of the key contents, are the following: 

1. Socio-cultural domain. Factors of changes addressing the role of socio-economic components in shaping the 
evolution of the retail sector under the influence of long-term social changes in Europe (e.g. older people and 
likely poorer, smaller households, etc); the progressive affirmation of new consumers habits, e.g. the growing 
use of social media in commerce, the needs and requirements of the next consumers’ generations, etc. The 
implications of COVID-19, i.e. how the COVID-19 effects, if persistent, may change consumers’ attitudes, may 
be included in this domain. 

2. Technological domain. Factors of changes linked to the technological developments, e.g. artificial 
intelligence, big data, digitalisation, etc, are considered as a potential powerful driver of  change; e.g. making 
possible to merge physical and digital features in the retail sector, changing dramatically the concept and 
characteristics of retail shops, warehouses, logistics, etc. 

3. Economic domain. The factors of changes included in the economic domain concern with trends in market 
dynamic and type of actors, e.g. concentration, growing pressures on diminishing prices, etc. The consolidation 
of emerging new business models (e.g. on demand warehousing, mobile payments, etc) if persisting in the 
near future, may radically changes the retail sector. Besides, the role of economic trends (e.g. inequalities) 
may exacerbate the trend towards low prices and diminishing margins in the sector.  

4. Environmental domain. Factors of changes as the growing environmental awareness of consumers and the 
environmental concerns in urban areas as a consequence of on-line shopping are part of the factors allocated 
to this domain.  

5. Policy domain. The factors of changes in this domain concern with the role of policy makers in market 
regulation, market openness and supporting policies in the fields of funding, human capital and skills – with 
specific reference to the small retail shops sector. Other political factors like the credibility and the 
effectiveness of the EU vision (e.g. the completion of the Single Market) and more in general the EU political 
stability (e.g. cooperation among Member States) may also play important roles.   
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These factors of changes, once discussed, validated and amended by the stakeholders, will represent the basis 
for the definition of a draft set of 50 Future Sheets that will be used by Task 2.2 to conduct the Delphi analysis  
with the selected stakeholders. They will evaluate the presented future statements, supporting their 
evaluation by selecting from a list of starting arguments or by proposing their own arguments, and will enrich 
the factors of change by proposing and justifying new ones they consider to be important and not covered by 
the existing statements. 

 

 

Retailers 

 

Society 
 

1. Will retail alliances be a viable solution for small/medium retail shops in the future?  
       (Retail cooperation) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

Retail alliances (usually larger groups) are active at EU and national level ) in supporting competition and 

providing better prices and more choice to consumers’ expectations 

(https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC120271). . But small and medium retailers 

could pool their warehouses, making the best from their dense network to deliver quickly what required by 

the consumers. Retailers should shift the rules of the game and use their existing store networks for same-

day shipping. In Germany, for example, it would take 11 well-placed warehouses that stock the same 

assortment and are able to move it from click-to-ship in two hours or less to cover all tier-1 and tier-2 cities. 

But to fully benefit from their network, omnichannel retailers will need to consider changing gears in four  

areas: the local fulfilment network, quick and integrated IT systems, new store layouts and processes, and a 

rethink of business economics (McKinsey & Company, 2020a). 

 

2. The retail shop of the future tailored to the future consumers’ expectations     
        (The future retail shops) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

People are mainly searching for a stimulating shopping experience; e.g. “green consumption”, local 

product. etc: the store is evolving to fulfil different needs by providing unique experiences and better 

quality-customer-service. Technology, like wearables and voice, will guide consumers throughout the store. 

Products will automatically be added to a virtual shopping cart upon selection, while robots will be 

leveraged for customer service and inventory management. Consumers will be able to test product claims 

or try a product in context of its final usage (Arup, 2017 , Future of Retail). 

 

Technology 
 

3. COVID-19 propels SME digitization. 
  (COVID and digitalisation) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

COVID-19 boosted the digitization of SMEs by up to 70%, a change that is here to stay. It however also 

highlighted major differences in digital maturity across businesses, something that could undermine 

business resilience and chances of faster recovery in the less digitized SMEs. Cross-industry differences in 

https://publications.jrc.ec.europa.eu/repository/handle/JRC120271
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digital adoption also emerge: will government able to steer the transition to digitalisation, removing 

regulatory barriers and market distortions? (McKinsey & Company, 2020c) 

 

4. Phygital revives traditional brick-and-mortar shops with enhanced customer experiences  
(Phygital revives) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

Despite the growth of e-commerce, physical stores remain the favoured purchase method. Digitization 

offers major advantages for traditional stores, thus physical and digital are complementary and not opposed. 

It can enhance customers’ experience in current advanced stores and in the stores of the future, through 

phygital solutions that include online first and then onsite store navigation, digital concierge for direction in 

multiple languages, personalised recommendations through chatbots. All this to the benefit of customers 

and human employees, that have more time to provide their specialized expertise. (Retail Dive, 2017).  

5. Voice-shopping expands the ease-of-use of large e-commerce retailers 
(Voice shopping expands) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

Increasingly popular voice assistants like Amazon’s Alexa and Google Assistant are integrated with customers’ 

online accounts to allow for personalized voice shopping, with customers easily and quickly voice-browsing 

catalogues, pre-ordering goods, and purchasing goods based on current questions, desires, and previous 

orders. (Consultancy UK, 2018). 

 

6. Cryptocurrencies become mainstream payment methods 
(Cryptocurrencies) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

Cryptocurrencies become a standard payment option for all major retailers, from insurance to airlines, from 

luxury brands to affordable ones. (SAGE, 2018)  

 

7. AI optimises pricing strategies 
(AI and retail sector) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

AI science-based analyses applied to retail pricing and promotions allow to develop optimized pricing 

strategies for more targeted offerings against both online and physical store competitors. AI enable 

promotions to maximize shopper engagement, trust, and excitement, factoring aspects such as seasonality 

and avoiding cannibalization of other profitable items, including private-label items. (FORBES, 2019) 

 

8. Cashierless checkout stores for seamless customer experience 
(Cashless stores) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

Cashierless solutions allow customers to access the shop and automatically pay for purchases from their 

mobile phone without needing to scan their goods or use a checkout. With combination of AI-powered 

computer vision, ceiling-mounted cameras, and sensors they track customers’ purchases, adding them to a 

virtual basket or removing an item if a customer replaces it on the shelf. Customers then pay for their 

purchases and receive an electronic invoice as they leave the store via the retailer’s own digital wallet. 

(Apexx, 2020) 
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Economy 
 

9. The funding for retail (marketplaces and e-commerce) is booming. 
(Investment trend) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

Overall, gross investment in tangible goods in the retail sector is high, albeit at an average level among all 

industry sectors, reaching EUR 72 billion in 2018 (or 2.3% as share of turnover, based on Eurostat). 

However, investment in the retail sector is larger than in almost every sector of manufacturing (ibid). 

Private investors have been very keen to invest in retail (technology) start-ups, which has fuelled the rise in 

the new business models in this field. Especially following the pandemic, the funding for retail tech has had 

the fastest growth rate in five years, in the first quarter (Q1) of 2021 (CB Insights, 2021): funding for retail 

tech start-ups had tripled at global level in Q1 of 2021 versus the same period in 2020, reaching EUR 25 

billion according to CB Insights calculations (ibid).  Investors are especially investing in e-commerce 

companies (online marketplaces or fast delivery providers). (Eurocommerce, 2021),    

 

10. Inequalities in income distribution seem to leverage aggressive price-based retailers  (Income 

distribution) Ecosystem component: Retailers 
Gap in income distribution: from the analysis of consumers’ spending in US during  the period 2006-2017, 

80% of the consumers positioned in lower and middle classes struggling for maintaining their consumption 

levels. This has made the consumption for the so called non-discretionary expenditures (health care, housing, 

food, transportation) stagnant. The implications for the retail sector are significant: the likelihood to make 

on-line buying is highly correlated to income (not only from millennials). The future of the retail sector might 

be characterized by stagnant consumptions in traditional stores placed in non-discretionary sectors, 

strangled by income distribution gap and consumer attitudes toward on-line buying. If income-distribution 

inequalities grow, the future retail sector could be characterised by the presence of low margin price-based 

and premium retailers.. (Deloitte, 2018) 

 

11. Larger businesses increase their presence within the retail ecosystem. 

  (Market consolidation) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

A gradual decrease in terms of retail businesses was already happening before the COVID-19 pandemic: 

between 2014-2018, a net of 200,000 retail businesses ceased to exist (an average annual loss of -1.3%) 

with the highest loss in the group of owner-operated businesses (-2.0%) (Eurostat). This consolidation has 

been a trend in almost all the economic sectors as a consequence of mergers and acquisitions and a need 

to increase efficiency. By consolidating volumes, wholesalers and retailers can achieve economies of scale, 

hence reducing production costs and prices for their manufacturing clients (EuroCommerce, 2021). Overall, 

companies purely active in online retail business have experienced the largest increases in revenues and 

profits, especially in sectors such as consumer electronics and food retail.  Companies active in 

omnichannel retail (integrating in-store and online retail) have suffered comparatively higher losses or 

realised only lower revenue increases (McKinsey, 2021c). 

 

Environmental 
 

12. Success of green business models in the field of retail. 
(Green business growth) Ecosystem component: Retailers 
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Regulatory push towards integrating sustainability into the manufacturers and any businesses’ business 

models, coupled with the shifting consumption priorities of the consumers towards more sustainable 

products and retailers. The circular economy provides new models to move beyond the current linear 

system of “take, make, (consume), dispose” by advocating for integrating three main principles in the 

economic activities: design out waste and pollution, keep products and materials longer time in use, and 

regenerate natural systems. These models have been increasingly adopted by large retailers. Supported by 

a rise in investors’ appetite to support green businesses, and their recognition of the business potential of 

such companies: the majority of asset owners across the world are integrating environmental, social and 

governance factors in their investment decisions (GreenBiz, 2021).  

 

Policy 
 

13. Political stability and EU integration 
               (EU political stability) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

Political uncertainty can affect the sector, making difficult for retailers to plan investment and damaging 

supply chain.  For example, the decision by the UK to leave the EU has left the pound weaker and an 

uncertainty with future trade restrictions in Europe. Profit margins are bound to be affected by this move. 

(Euronews, 2021) 

 

14. Completion of EU Single market 
 (EU Single Market completion) Ecosystem component: Retailers 

The completion of the Single Market is essential for a successful European retail ecosystem and would allow 
companies to grow and better plan their innovation strategies. Removal of regulatory barriers to the 
establishment and operation of retail shops as well as non-regulatory barriers, such as territorial supply 
constraints, would have a positive impact on the competitiveness of the ecosystem.  What if the completion 
of the EU Single market should fail? Barriers for retailers and wholesalers to enter and invest in new markets 
would diminish investment and job opportunities, consumers would suffer from lack of harmonisation rules 
on safety, labelling and consumer information, marketing, environment, recycling, intellectual property. 
(Eurocommerce, 2019).  
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Consumers 

 

Society 
 

15. The consumer of the future: major power of choice 
        (New consumer’s expectations) Ecosystem component: Consumers 

The changing lifestyles and consumers’ preferences. The power of individualism (choice) under the social 

media influence. Consumers are increasingly using social media; they want to pay less for more and they 

are demonstrating that they are willing to search until they find what they are looking for. Even before the 

pandemic, customers were gravitating towards two ends of the choice spectrum either online players with 

almost unlimited choice, or discounters with limited selection but good value for money. Product range is 

becoming a critical differentiator among retailers. (World Economic Forum & Accenture, 2017) 

 

16. The consumer of the future: older and poorer? 
        (Ageing and poorer future consumers) Ecosystem component: Consumers 

 Social changes: e.g. the growth of elderly population. Impacts on the retail sector. Millennials, meanwhile, 

are set to become the first generation to earn less than their predecessors over the course of their working 

lives: the importance of low prices. by 2030 there will be 64 countries in that category, including the 

United States, with 34 percent. Europe will be the oldest region, with 36 percent of its population over age 

55- Even s: seniors (or the silver demographic, aged 65 or older) and today’s youth market, known as 

Generation Z (roughly born between 1995 and 2010) See Future of Retail, ARUP. Europe’s population is 

expected to fall 5% over the next 30 years, while the global population as a whole will grow ~25% 

(Eurocommerce, 2021b)) 

 

17. The importance of social network in consumerism (social commerce) 
        (Social networks) Ecosystem component: Consumers 

Social networking has created a new direct selling channel. People are becoming the fifth P of marketing 

(after Product, Price, Placement, Production).  “By 2009, Dell Outlet has sold $6.5 million in products 

through its Twitter feed” (Kantar Retail, 2013). Sales of goods through social channels are predicted to 

growth. 

 

18. Social changes: changing household structure 
       (Changing households’ structure) Ecosystem component: Consumers 

The future will also be more dominated by more single shoppers. The average size of shopping bag is getting 

smaller and the average number of weekly shopping trips is falling. Globally, households are increasing in 

number but decreasing in size. More people are living alone. Shrinking households and more in general 

decreasing population will increase competition in the retail sector. (Eurostat, 2021) 
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Technology 
 

19. AR and VR enhance retail’s appeal, online and onsite 
(AR and VR technologies) Ecosystem component: Consumers 

From large object visualization at home or in-store to try-as-you-buy online, from virtual fitting-rooms to in-

store magic mirrors enticing customers, AR and VR solutions increasingly become part of a dynamic, 

immersive, and interactive customers’ journey. (JLL, 2017) 

 

20. Livestream shopping  
(Livestream shopping) Ecosystem component: Consumers 

Livestream shopping are shows for the smartphone in which customers can actively participate, meeting 

employees and other customers in the process. Viewers can watch, comment, or ask questions while retailers 

respond live. To buy something, customers simply click on a button on their mobile phones and the product 

ends up in the shopping cart without the viewers having to leave the live stream. After the live stream, 

shoppers can then conveniently complete the purchase. In contrast to traditional sales channels, no screen 

professionals or influencers present the products, retails’ employees are in front of the camera themselves. 

(McKinsey & Company, 2021) 

 

Environmental 
 

21. Rise in environmentally conscious shopping behaviours 
(Consumers’ environmental awareness) Ecosystem component: Consumers 

An increasing sensitivity to the environmental impacts of consumption have deepened among global 

consumers (PwC, 2021) As inferred from the rise in the number of articles dealing with veganism, buying 

local, social commerce, or resell and repair (Meltwater). Consumers demand that companies care beyond 

revenue, and they no longer perceive business as profit-driven entities. Protecting the health and interest 

of society and the planet is the new expectation. 
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Producers 

 

Technology 
 

22. Farmer-to-consumer online marketplaces regenerate the future of small food producers  
(Farmer to consumers market places) Ecosystem component: Producers 

Online marketplaces use digital platforms to assemble little food-buying hubs, promoting direct exchanges 

between local producers and consumer communities. They offer a more independent and efficient way of 

distributing food locally, focusing on direct sales and fair prices for farmers and food makers, which go from 

being ‘niche’ fantasies of a regenerative farming future to a vital source of food (Roquette, 2021). 

 

23. 3D printing opens endless opportunities for food and clothing  

(3D printing) Ecosystem component: Producers 

While still in an adoption stage, 3D printing potential influence is massive for both food and clothing, as well 

a wealth of other retail sectors. It will inevitably play a dominant role in our lives, taking all the benefits of 

3D printing, less manpower, less time, more experimentation and customization possibilities, more 

efficiency. One of the many ways companies are leveraging these abilities is through vegan and vegetarian 

alternatives: from ice creams to school lunches, food printing can add a vegetarian twist to lots of traditional 

cuisines. (Interesting Engineering 2020)  

Environmental 
 

24. Local communities in Europe trade directly with developing countries 
(Local market growth) Ecosystem component: Producers 

Local markets are strongly based on products that could be produced locally. In order to follow strategies 

to reduce environmental impacts and ensure continued economic support of farmers and local communities 

everywhere. These local markets could be linked through web-based networks. (Europa Innova, 2010) 

 

25. Indoor farming.  
(Indoor farming) Ecosystem component: Producers 

With the use of technologies like aquaponics, businesses are developing infrastructure or business models 

that allow specific types of vegetables or fruits be grown with low water or energy use and delivered at 

scale to customers (e.g., Agricool, Plenty). Examples of indoor farming units installed in the supermarkets 

(e.g. In-farm). (WIRED.2021) 
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Logistics 

 

Society 
 

26. Social media commerce returns will make reverse logistics even more important 
(Social media commerce) Ecosystem component: Logistics 

Reverse logistics is the process of returning a product, organising shipping, testing, refurbishing, dismantling, 

recycling or disposing it. While already an issue for many sellers, it will become even more so in the future, 

thanks to the so called ‘Instagram effect’. Research into online shoppers shows 34% will make more impulse 

buys as social media sites make it easier to buy products directly, through in-platform selling tools. Once 

Instagram launches its ‘Buy on Instagram’ and ‘Instagram Checkout’ tools, it goes without saying that these 

impulse shoppers will end-up sending more of their purchases back to retailers. Social media buyers are 

expected to account for a fifth of all online shoppers who make returns. (NCR, 2021)  

 

Technology 
 

27. Deliveries come to your door with drones and remote-controlled robots 
(Delivers by drone) Ecosystem component: Logistics 

Drones and autonomous robots are increasingly used to deliver goods to customers’ doors, a feature that 

becomes particularly welcome for number of end-users, including those wishing for speedy deliveries, safe 

deliveries (in times of pandemics), deliveries in remote areas, and deliveries for the ageing population. 

(Ecobahn, 2020) 

 

28.Digital twin increases efficiency and productivity 

(Digital twin) Ecosystem component: Logistics 

Building a digital twin, a representation of the physical supply chain of a company, by organizing data to get 

a more complete view of suppliers, inventories, and events like weather, becomes a necessity particularly for 

complex systems, such as logistics hubs (airports and container ports). Here system imperfections or human 

errors can create bottlenecks, which can be reduced by digital twins that remove e.g., inefficiencies in freight 

handling and loading and unloading of shipments or create exact virtual layouts of warehouses and 

distribution centres that allows companies to rethink how new designs could enhance activity without 

damaging current operations. (Change2twin, 2020) 
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Economy 
 

29. Flexible pick methods for multiple order profiles will become increasingly popular 
       (Flexible pick methods) Ecosystem component: Logistics 

Picking methods like batch pick and sort will become more common, as they are ideal for cost efficiently 

processing high volumes of small orders as quickly as possible. Multiple orders or shipments can be picked 

simultaneously and then grouped into individual orders, greatly increasing the throughput possible in a 

warehouse by reducing travel times to gather stock items. Social or e-commerce orders can then be released 

in the shortest possible time for the lowest cost possible – essential if extra resources are to be utilised during 

returns management. (SupplyChain, 2020a) 

 

30. Will mobile warehouses propel the mass use of drones? 
(Mobile warehouses) Ecosystem component: Logistics 

A potentially disruptive facility format are the Amazon Blimp and UPS mobile warehouses solutions. Amazon 

has applied for a patent for a “warehouse in the sky” attached to a large floating airship. Amazon describes 

these blimps as “airborne fulfilment centers” with a fleet of drones attached to large airships to float 

packages down to peoples’ homes. Another example of mobile warehouses is truck- based drones. UPS is 

experimenting with driving UPS vans equipped with drones. While the UPS driver makes deliveries by carrying 

packages from the truck to the customer, drones carry other packages from the van to other customers. It is 

way to multiply the efforts of the driver with automated drones that fly back to the UPS van after delivering 

their loads. (Whatnext, 2020) 
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Warehousing and storage 

 

Society 
 

31. New workarounds to overcome labour shortages 
       (Labour shortages) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

In Europe and the US, a tight labour market remains one of the overriding challenges for warehouse 

operations managers. The inability to attract and retain a qualified hourly workforce is a critical issue, and in 

the future multiple methods of strengthening warehouse workforces will be necessary, ranging from 

increasing pay, to offering enhanced training and benefits. Investing in operatives, for instance, by offering 

personal development and soft skills training opportunities, will be essential for companies to attract and 

retain the people they need to achieve their e-commerce and omnichannel expansion goals. (SupplyChain, 

2020b) 

 

Technology 
 

32. In-store robots relieve humans and elevate stores and warehouses efficiency 
(In-store robots) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

Supporting human staff, in-store robots take care of crucial chores like running price checks, monitor stocks 

availability, report hazards and issues to human employees, and even perform grocery-picking and packaging 

for customers. Employees now have more time to offer specialized expertise to customers. Warehouse 

robots move 4 times faster and 5 times higher than the industry standard, they can in 3 dimensions at 10 

mph and can move, pack, and prepare orders. The robotic system allows to achieve a 4-fold improvement 

in product picks per hour compared to those carried out manually by humans and a 2-fold improvement 

compared to those performed with “classical automation.” (FORBES, 2020) 

 

33. Virtually all retail enterprises will use indoor location asset-tracking 
        (Indoor location asset-tracking) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

Indoor location asset-tracking delivers more visibility into the supply chain, allowing to better control it. It 

also enables more efficient manufacturing and shipping. (The Retail Touchpoint, 2020) 

 

34. Electronic shelf labels will be mass adopted 
        (Electronic shelf labels) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

Instant pricing made possible by electronic shelf labels systems (ESLs) allow for less contact with inventory, 

preventing the spread of bacteria. It also speeds up the update of pricing, displaying in real time price and 

information on products and groceries. (RetailWire, 2020) 
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Economy 
 

35. DaaS and WaaS will become main stream 
       (DaaS and WaaS) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

With companies facing new and unexpected obstacles, the B2B service market is booming. Distribution and 

Warehousing as a Service (DaaS and WaaS) enable businesses to outsource these essential departments, 

radically shifting the strain of dealing with challenges like supply chain disruptions and labour shortages onto 

external partners who are better equipped to overcome such hurdles. Using WaaS and DaaS is a 

gamechanger for small and big businesses, assisting SMEs to manage quick growth without risking capital 

and helping large enterprises focus on other business activities without the distractions of logistical 

nightmares. (Talend, 2020) 

 

36. On demand warehousing will activate unused capacity across the industry  
       (On Demand warehousing) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

On demand warehousing provides capacity and fulfilment services at a large scale through a single software 

platform and on a variable cost basis. It is powered by a software that makes the process of connecting 

shipper to warehouse provider fast and easy, and provides core WMS features to ensure efficient inventory 

management, operations and billing. As a result, on demand warehousing produces a scalable and highly 

flexible spot market companion to the existing “long market” built on warehouse leases or property 

ownership. In this sense, it is the “Uber” or “AirBnB” of warehousing. On demand warehousing will be most 

commonly used to solve problems related to peak season inventory overflow, supply chain disruptions, and 

expanding e-commerce or retail fulfilment operations. (JOC.com, 2019) 

 

37. Time to delivery will become a key competitive differentiator 
(Time to deliver) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

Price is no longer the main competitive differentiator. How long it takes to receive an item is becoming just 

as important, as Amazon has shown the industry. Fulfilment responsiveness (the time it takes from order 

receipt to final delivery) will increase over the next years. In a recent study, 77% of respondents reported 

they expected it to increase in importance, significantly higher than the results for the same question just a 

year before (McKinsey & Company 2020a). 

 

38. WMS solutions will become more sophisticated 
(Warehouses management system) Ecosystem component: Warehousing and storage 

Companies are under pressure to reduce costs while increasing delivery velocity. This pressure is happening 

at the same time the market is changing their expectations and is demanding new, efficient solutions. 

Customers have high expectations and little patience. It is no wonder that logistics leaders feel like they are 

in the middle of a hurricane. To extend the execution capabilities of warehouse management systems (WMS) 

solutions, firms are implementing warehouse control systems (WCS) and warehouse execution systems 

(WES) solutions inside their distribution centers. WMS will thus evolve from software that is used to manage 

receive, put away, locate, pick, and ship products in a simple manner to sophisticated systems that allow for 

“what if” analysis and tight integration with the rest of the firm and its supply chain, particularly in future 

conditions in which labour supply is tight and more difficult to manage. (BlueJonder 2017) 
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Wholesalers 

 

Society 
 

39. “Customer first” distribution 
(The future of wholesale distributors) Ecosystem component: Wholesalers 

Success for distributors of the future will focus, much as it does today, on the customer. Indeed, despite the 

disruptive forces impacting distribution and many of its long-held orthodoxies, this “customer first” belief 

holds true for the current inflection point. However, wholesale distributors of the future should transform 

their thinking from simply meeting customer needs to anticipating and shaping them, and proactively 

delivering solutions to problems that customers may not even know they have. (The-future-of 

commerce.com, 2020a) 

 

Technology 
 

40. Wholesalers prioritize new supply chain technology 
 (Supply chain planning) Ecosystem component: Wholesalers 

Intelligent supply chain planning technologies are now the topmost priority as distributors want to increase 

visibility into demand and supply planning. Distribution firms will embrace advanced aspects like Demand 

sensing, Optimizing Inventory, Multilevel planning, and Response management. (The-future-of 

commerce.com, 2020b) 

 

41. Digital ERP and edge applications 
 (Enterprise Resource Planning) Ecosystem component: Wholesalers 

Distribution is among the last industries to make the transition to packaged Enterprise Resource Planning 

(ERP) solutions and the expanding universe of edge applications. While the risks associated with an Enterprise 

Resource Planning (ERP) implementation are real and should not be minimized, they can be mitigated, and 

advances in technology and implementation approaches can further reduce their potential risk. Effectively 

managing the growing complexity of the distribution business is one of the factors driving the imperative for 

modern ERP. Today’s leading ERP packages can leverage flexible and modular core architectures, extensive 

middleware, in-memory databases, and agile implementation approaches to mitigate risk, accelerate 

implementation speed, and reduce cost. Agile bolt-on applications and extensions further enhance the 

flexibility and scalability of the solution to suit the evolving needs of the distributor business. (Deloitte, 2020) 

 

Economy 
 

42. eCommerce effects on wholesale 

(Competition and disintermediation increase) Ecosystem component: Wholesalers 

With the global reach eCommerce has created, there has been a dramatic increase in competition for market 

places, which drives down prices and ultimately plays into the hands of the retailer purchasing wholesale 



18 
 

inventory stock. There are several bonuses of ordering wholesale straight from the supplier, namely 

removing the middleman, which saves ‘middleman fees’, and sourcing products directly from the country 

of manufacture, which promotes authenticity. 64 percent of industrial buyers currently indicate that they 

already buy direct from manufacturers (DFM), and 88 percent indicate they are likely to increase their DFM 

purchases. However, unlike the past when disintermediation was a gradually evolving and less important 

threat, its manifestations today are rapidly evolving and exerting significant pressure on many distributors, 

forcing them to higher levels of due diligence and introspection about their value proposition and go-to-

market channels. Some examples are medical supplies, electrical supplies and the LED lighting marketplace. 

In the foodservice business, the continuing growth and influence of GPOs are sharply reducing the 

distributor’s role in the transaction, often reducing them to a drayage-only role. (AZCentral, 2018) 
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E-commerce 
 

Society 
 

43. Mobile loyalty and mobile-first advertising will be in the ascendant 
 (Mobile loyalty) Ecosystem component: E-commerce 

Mobile will soon become the dominant channel for loyalty programs  and rewards, providing levels of 

interactivity and engagement that traditional programs cannot match. Mobile channels, particularly when 

location-enabled, can provide rewards in real time. They can be further enhanced by social and gamification 

elements, which can help foster a sense of community around a program. There is also a practical element 

to mobile loyalty programs and rewards – the convenience of being able to load multiple digital reward cards 

into a mobile wallet. Furthermore, there is no doubt that mobile advertising is already firmly in the digital 

advertising mix and a significant driver of advertising revenues. (Airship, 2019) 

 

44. Will e-commerce continue to growth in the future? 
       (COVID-19 legacy: E-commerce growth) Ecosystem component: E-commerce  

The COVID-19 long-lasting impacts: during the pandemic consumers have been unable to go to the store 

and the store has come to the consumers. Amid slowing economic activity, COVID-19 has led to a surge in 

e-commerce and accelerated digital transformation E-commerce retail sales are expected to increase by 

almost 17 percent (in CAGR terms) between 2010 and 2024. At world level, as lockdowns became the new 

normal, businesses and consumers increasingly “went digital”, providing and purchasing more goods and 

services online, raising e-commerce’s share of global retail trade from 14% in 2019 to about 17% in 2020. 

(KPMG, 2021) 

45. Ecommerce will transition from omnichannel to omnibrand, goodbye to silos 
(Omnibrand & Omnichannel) Ecosystem component: E-commerce 

Today, all major retailers are pursuing an omnichannel strategy, but in many cases, the execution is proving 

better on paper than in practice. In the future retailers will have truly mastered omnichannel. The first phase 

of the omnichannel evolution that we see today is often characterized by a silo approach, whereby different 

channels have different marketing, merchandising, accounting and supply chains. This is essentially a 

multichannel strategy without integration. Marketing messages, pricing and product availability can be 

inconsistent across channels, leading to frustration for consumers. However, we expect retailers to have 

addressed these issues, and instead of thinking and executing in terms of channels, they will instead view 

consumer touchpoints as working together to support an integrated, consistent omnibrand experience. 

(OVUM, 2021) 

 

 

 

 

 



20 
 

Technology 
 

E-commerce 

46. PWAs will improve mobile commerce 
        (Progressive Web Applications) Ecosystem component: E-commerce 

Progressive web application (PWA) is a technology that enables businesses to build web applications that 

have the look and feel of native mobile apps, all while using web technologies like JavaScript, HTML, CSS. The 

online experience is close to a native app as it provides a reliable user experience, lightning-fast speeds, and 

engagement capabilities like sending push notifications and appearing on a device’s home screen just like an 

app. Using a PWA alongside a headless commerce architecture (front and back-end separation) will provide 

the control needed to enable a fast, reliable mobile shopping experience. (Practical e-commerce, 2020) 

 

47. Retail shall prepare for a mobile payments boom, driven by m-commerce 
   (Mobile payments) Ecosystem component: E-commerce 

M-commerce, remote consumer-to-business (C2B) mobile payments will propel mobile payments for online 

goods and services over the next few years and beyond. Consumers are already gravitating to smartphones 

and now tablets for m-commerce, a trend that will accelerate going forward as the user experience continues 

to improve. Moreover, the number and value of m-commerce transactions are increasing, rapidly so in 

mature markets. M-commerce is already becoming the largest m-payment segment in terms of transaction 

value. (OVUM, 2021) 

 

48. Subscription models will increase in popularity 
 (Subscription models) Ecosystem component: E-commerce 

Digital customers prefer a subscription-based business model to a one-time payment. It makes them 

confident about their spending. Also, e-commerce owners find it an easier way to onboard new users and 

make them come to the shop again and again. This e-commerce model has been getting popular over the 

past years. Businesses can charge customers with recurring fees monthly or yearly basis to access a product 

or service. Hence, customers need not pay a large amount at once. Rather they can use the product for a 

particular time period. And have the freedom to decide either to extend the subscription or not once it 

expires. (McKinsey & Company  2020c) 

 

Environmental 

49.E-commerce and environmental concerns  
(E-commerce environmental impacts) Ecosystem component: E-commerce 

Online shopping is becoming more and more popular worldwide. Trading off positive and negative impacts 

of the e-commerce, e.g. replacing physical commuting, greener last mile vehicles, paperless transactions, 

packaging, immediate delivering, item returns, etc, may lead anyway to growing concerns about too much 

traffic and consignments in urban areas.  In 2030, the estimated environmental impact of e-commerce 

logistics will be much higher in the largest 100 urban areas worldwide. The delivery car fleet could reach 7.2 

million vehicles by the end of this decade, and total emissions caused by parcel and freight shipping are 



21 
 

forecast to generate 25 million tons of CO2. In addition, the average commute time, including last-mile 

delivery, is expected to increase from 53 minutes in 2019 to 64 minutes in 2030. (LINKmobility, 2020) 

 

Policy 
 

50. EU policy in regulating big tech in digital markets services (gatekeepers) 
              (EU future market regulation) Ecosystem component: E-commerce  

A gatekeeper is a company that acts as an important nexus between two or more groups of users – i.e. buyers 

and sellers. When they attract a large share of users on one side of the platform (say buyers) gatekeepers 

can become unavoidable tolls on routes to certain markets or customers. An effective EU regulation may 

avoid high barriers to entry and anticompetitive practices by gatekeepers in the digital market. The objective 

is to make digital markets both contestable and fair for existing and future rivals. The objective is to minimize 

barriers to entry in the digital marketplace, that are likely to increase at an even faster pace, particularly for 

SMEs (Gov.uk, 2020)  
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