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1 Introduction  

The first workshop under the foresight study ‘The EU retail ecosystem of the future – a vision for 2040’, 

funded by DG GROW, European Commission, took place online on November 26, 2021. The study, 

performed by the ‘Foresight on Demand’ consortium, started in summer 2021 and will be running until 

late 2022, with the goal of providing the European Commission services with: 

• Insights on the behaviour of market actors and their expected response to policy measures, 
• Sound information basis to support evidence-based policies, in particular vis à vis small and 

medium-sized enterprises (SMEs), 
• Scenarios that provide future alternatives, 
• A vision for the European retail ecosystem 2040, 
• Policy recommendations. 
 

  

Figure 1. An overview of the main phases and used methodologies in this study. 

This first online workshop allowed the FoD team to obtain expert insights on the changing retail 

ecosystem and future developments triggered by the factors of change. Working with a total of 47 

retail stakeholders, supplying a balanced representation of ecosystem actors across Europe and the 

whole value chain, including retail associations, academia and public entities (See Annex I for the 

detailed agenda including the topics and speakers).  

In the workshop, the overall foresight study was introduced to participants and they were informed 

about the opportunities to participate also in the next steps of the study. The prepared input-out 

analysis and the current trends of the retail ecosystem were presented and discussed with the 

participants. Furthermore, the 50 factors of change affecting the retail ecosystem, which were 

identified by the FoD team, were discussed and elaborated on among the participants. The workshop 

touched upon also issues such as: 

• New business models and emerging new companies, relevant clusters 

• Key technologies and technological applications   
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• Integration of segments and channels 

• Expected trends 

This report is structured as follows. Section 2 addresses the input-out analysis and the current trends 
in the retail ecosystem. Section 3 deals with the future developments of the retail ecosystem by 2040. 
Section 4 concludes and briefly presents the next steps of the study inviting further stakeholder 
participation in the coming months.  
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2 European retail ecosystem  

2.1 Retail in context: input-output analysis 

The consortium presented its analysis that has looked at the international input-output data to 

position the EU27 retail sector (except of the sales of motor vehicles and motorcycles) in the global 

value flow system (i.e. in terms of inputs going to creation of value added). The analysis is based on 

the World Input Output Database (WIOD) dataset covering years 2000-20141 (Timmer, Dietzenbacher, 

Los, Stehrer, & de Vries, 2015). We used R packages decompr (Quast, Wang, Kummritz, Reiter, & Kranz, 

2021) and gvc (Quast & Kummritz, 2021) for most calculations. The data indicates that EU27 retail 

sector’s output steadily rose and even doubled between 2000 and 2008, however then, due to the 

global financial crisis, the growth in the total output subsided and remained more or less steady until 

at least 2014. However, if we look at the intermediate outputs and final outputs, a clear difference 

emerges. The intermediate outputs significantly decreased and by 2010 their amount was back to early 

2000s levels, with no significant change between 2010 and 2014. On the other hand, the amount of 

production going to final consumption (including gross fixed capital formation and change in 

inventories and valuables) continued increasing until 2010 and then stabilized after a slight decrease. 

Given that the retail sector is downstream, it is also not surprising that final outputs make the majority 

of the EU retail sector’s production. 

However, looking only at the production data suffers from several drawbacks. First, it does not allow 

to understand the direct and indirect origins of value-added flows, also leading to a potential issue of 

double counting, when outputs cross international borders. Second, it does not allow to identify the 

destinations of value added. If we want to understand the value chain positioning of the EU retail 

sector, we must also look at: 1) the origins of its exports; 2) contribution to other country sector’s 

exports. Therefore, we use calculations based on Leontief’s decomposition to calculate the direct and 

indirect added value flows, identifying origins of value added in the retail sector’s exports and its value-

added contribution to the exports of other sectors to better understand the global value chains 

positioning of the sector. 

EU retail sector’s export gets most value added directly and/or indirectly from the G sectors (where 

the retail sector itself is located (G47)). In terms of the value added going to other sectors’ exports 

directly or indirectly, the manufacturing sector (C) is the largest. Then come the G sectors. Figure 2 

below provides a detailed overview of the data on sectoral origins of value added that then gets 

exported by the EU retail sector for years 2000 and 2014, while Figure 3 shows the outgoing value 

added that then gets exported from other sectors. In terms of changes of the sources and destinations 

of such value added, while there is an overall increase in volumes, there are no substantial changes in 

terms of the shares of the different sectors. However, it is clearly seen that the reliance on inputs for 

exports increased more than contribution to exports (the latter seems to have somewhat diminished 

since the crisis). 

 
1 The years 2000-2014 saw important changes in the EU membership. In order to provide a more uniform look, 

we have made the following decisions: 1) the analysis excludes the UK, even though it was a part of the EU during 

the time period of this dataset, just to make it more aligned with the current situation; 2) the analysis includes 

countries that joined the EU during 2000-2014 time period for the whole time-series, for better alignment with 

the current situation 
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Figure 2. Sectoral origins of value added in EU retail sector’s exports 2000 (left) and 2014 (right) 

 

Note: values are in millions USD. 

Figure 3. Value added from EU retail sector going to export of other sectors in 2000 (left) and 2014 

(right) 

 

Note: values are in millions USD. 

 

In terms of geographical links, the main flows of value added (whether as origins of exports or 

contribution to exports) are concentrated within the EU, likely also due to the domestic value-added 

flows, not involving border crossings. From the non-EU countries, the main partners seem to be the 

US, the UK, China, and Switzerland. However, there have been some changes over the period. First, 

the share of value added with non-EU origins in EU retail sector’s exports increased from 4.4% in 2000 

to 10.4%, showing higher sector’s involvement in value chains involving producers of intermediate 

outputs located outside the EU. There have also been changes in the extent of involvement by different 

countries, with China gaining a more prominent role both as the originator and the destination. 
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Figure 4. Value added from EU retail sector going to exports of other countries in 2000 (left) and 

2014 (right) 

 

Note: values are in millions USD. 

  

Figure 5. Geographical origins of value added in EU retail sector’s exports in 2000 (left) and 2014 

(right) 

 

Note: values are in millions USD. 

 

2.2 European retail ecosystem  

The consortium presented the characterisation of the current shape of the European retail ecosystem, 

its segments and actors and a thorough understanding of market developments and trends and 

challenges influencing the system. The ecosystem description proposed is based on a systematic 

analysis of the key documents and statistics to de-fine the main types of actors and their roles. This 

presents a current system’s perspective, to underpin further horizon scanning. 

Retail is a key ecosystem for the European economy. The EU’s retail sector (NACE G 47) has more than 

3.6 million enterprises, while the wholesale sector (G 46) is roughly half the size of retail (1.8 million 

enterprises). In total, there were over 5.4 million enterprises in the wholesale and retail sector in EU, 

in 2018 (Eurostat)2. 99.9% of the retail sector enterprises are SMEs (European Commission, 2021b). 

 
2 It should be noted that although this study only considers the subsectors G46.1, G46.3, G46.4 and 
G46.5 as part of the retail ecosystem, this data reflects the whole sector as Eurostat does not provide 
this low level of granularity. 
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SMEs account for 60% of the total number of employees, 50% of the turnover and 50% of the value 

added in the sector. Moreover, roughly 55% of the enterprises in the EU retail sector operate with no 

employees, and only one in 10 companies operate with more than five employees.  

Some of the key trends identified in retail show ongoing changes in the weight of the different types 

of actors in the ecosystem, with growing importance of organised retailers, diminishing numbers of 

traditional retail companies, and rising numbers of digital / e-commerce companies:  

• between 2014-2018, a net of 200,000 retail businesses ceased to exist (Eurostat)  

• a shift from non-organised (individual shops) to organised retail (food and non-food chain 
stores) is ongoing and here for the long-term.  

• the e-commerce share of retail is higher in countries with more organised retailers (chain 
stores) 

• half of the Top 50 global retail companies originate in the EU  

• increasing start-up activity and investments attracted by retail start-ups in EU, the majority 
active in e-commerce or digital technology serving different retail ecosystem segments  

• COVID-19 has affected the turnover of companies selling non-grocery products, and 
especially textiles, clothing and leather goods, which have not recovered to pre-pandemic 
levels; the turnover of food, drinks and tabaco and supermarkets has increased by 6% 
between January 2017 and March 2020, but has been on a slower trend in 2021. The 
turnover of companies selling electronic products increased by 11% from January 2017-
March 2020.    

 

In Europe, there are an estimated number of over 10,000 online platforms, the majority of which are 

SMEs (European Commission, 2020c). However, large e-commerce platforms are leading the markets, 

with a few of them acting as “gateways or gatekeepers between business users and end-users” (ibid). 

Unfair behaviour of such platforms has been perceived as a key issue in the EU markets, with the 

following types of problematic behaviours identified (ibid):  

(i) highly concentrated multi-sided platform services, where usually one or very few large 
digital platforms set the commercial conditions with considerable autonomy;  

(ii) a few large digital platforms act as gateways for business users to reach their customers 
and vice-versa; and  

(iii) gatekeeper power of these large digital platforms is often misused by means of unfair 
behaviour vis-à-vis economically dependent business users and customers 

 

Grocery delivery platforms have also been rising as a new model combining “dark stores” (or own 

warehouses) with different delivery methods (e.g., bikes, carts, cars etc.), some even promising 10-

minute delivery times from the point of ordering (Pitchbook, 2021). The companies are combining the 

e-commerce / supermarket model with their own transportation and warehousing model and have 

attracted significant amounts of venture capital since the start of the pandemic, many of them growing 

at very high speeds (e.g., Berlin-based Gorillas).  

The report has also mapped the different segments of the value chain of the retail ecosystem. 

Traditionally, physical retailers and wholesalers were offering virtually all the services needed in the 

value chain: from logistics, selection of products, payment, information, and service. The use of the 

digital technologies has allowed the entrance of new market players, which short-circuit the 

traditional value chain (i.e., producer -> (wholesaler) -> retailer -> consumer) and allow direct 

interactions between e.g., manufacturers and retailers (B2B platforms circumventing wholesalers and 

even traditional retailers), and manufacturers or wholesalers and end consumers (B2C platforms) 

(Reinartz et al, 2019). This change does not only affect the retail process, but also the product or service 
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use, and who has the “authority over the main interaction point(s) with consumers when preparing 

and realising purchasing decisions” (ibid). This change has also been enabled by the rise in innovative 

logistics companies, such as “last mile delivery”, or companies enabling the “farm to fork” trends.  

The challenge of decreasing the carbon footprint requires concerted efforts from the wholesale and 

retail players, who need to also green their own operations, such as the transport and storage of goods 

as well as the commercial buildings etc. The Circular economy also 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. Such types of models include (see CE100, 2021):  

• Re-designing products and working with new external partners to generate revenue or to 
generate savings by reducing consumption of material inputs; 

• Shifting the focus on access – not ownership e.g., through leasing products instead of selling 
them (e.g., Mud Jeans leasing jeans, Bundles leasing washing machines);  

• Focus on the reuse of products and maintaining them in the economic circuit.  
• Facilitating recycling of the waste generated by the goods sold  

 

In addition, the circular economy has enabled some of the consumers to become themselves 

“providers / producers” by selling secondhand products on e-marketplaces; moreover, re-furbishers 

(repairing or refurbishing products) can place products again on the market and could become more 

active players in the retail ecosystem. 

Below we provide a visual representation of the retail ecosystem, where links between the elements 

are indicated, with linkages between the segments identified. This will be further enhanced and 

changed based on the discussions with the stakeholders at the workshop, to contribute to 

understanding the broad interlinkages within the retail ecosystem actors and segments.  
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Figure 6 Draft visualisation of the interlinkages in the retail ecosystem 

 

Source: Technopolis Group, using kumu.io 

The trends in re-arrangements of the roles of the different value chain segments will be further 

highlighted based on the discussions with the stakeholders at the workshop, e.g., the business models 

connecting manufacturers directly to consumers; the changes in the purpose of the retail centres (e.g., 

production centres, entertainment or experience centres, waste avoidance or collection etc.)  

On the consumers side, there are multiple factors of change that influence the demand for products 

and service and influence the rearrangements in the retail ecosystem.  Simultaneously with the rise in 

adoption of e-commerce, passive consumption and preferences for experiential shopping, the ageing 

population and values-driven consumption, coupled with increasing socially or environmentally 

conscious shopping behaviours are further factors of change.  

The tensions in the configuration of the retail ecosystem are also changing the face of today’s cities 

and urban areas. The convenience of online shopping pressures physical stores. The urban centres are 

seeing the demise of department stores, a rise in discount shopping chains, or shop closures all-

together, especially following the COVID-19 pandemics.   

The stakeholder workshop will help consolidate the understanding of the importance of these trends 

and the pressures they add to the retail ecosystem, so that key potential future scenarios could be 

better defined for the retail ecosystem in the next steps of the project.  
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2.3 Summary of workshop discussions 

Overall, the panel devoted most time to the Retail subsector, referring occasionally to the other parts 

of the value chain. The topic of the EU Single Market received the most comments and concerns. 

Specifically, the issue of territorial supply constraints was indicated, as well as legislative issues related 

to competition law, the services directive, digitalisation and sustainability policies. In terms of taxation 

it was advocated to pay particular attention to (reaching) a level playing field between online sales and 

the conventional brick and mortar business models, although the situation might differ across value 

chain segments. The built environment remains important, in terms of business value but equally in 

terms of bringing life to cities, with an important sustainability dimension.  

Omnichannel was considered the key business model transforming the retail ecosystem, and it has 

become “a must” for all retailers. The businesses’ adjustment to it requires increased investment and 

new skills. In addition, this trend may have significant impacts on employment.  

Sustainability costs and investments need to be further investigated. Digitalisation and sustainability 

are important strategies. Yet it remains a challenge to apply these concepts in a profitable manner. 

Adjusting parts of the legislative puzzle may help improve the outcome. 

In the field of warehousing time to delivery remains a key asset. Additional opportunities were 

perceived in sophisticated warehouse management systems and instore robotics.  On wholesale 

relatively little feedback was received. 

Globally, the EU has been losing ground in the past 10-15 years, with the rise of global e-commerce 

platforms and global chains. Making the EU more attractive to retailers was considered key to support 

the ecosystems’ global competitiveness.  

The general feedback on the preliminary work was positive. Specific data-related improvements for 

the following stages include:  

• A more detailed view into sectors would be beneficial as the dynamics are very different: 

“There is no "one " retail sector, factors of influence vary across the different segments, in 

particular food and non-food, which is why the project would benefit from further 

segmentation.  

• Clarify segmentation of organised versus non-organised retail, also according to the Eurostat 

classification (ie. specialised stores, non-specialised, integrated).    

• Develop more the sustainability trends, and the relation of a retail ecosystem to the green 
transition.   

• Better describe the nexus between omnichannel business models, data & data ethics.  

• Better quantify the digitalisation trend and highlight its importance: for online and e-
commerce it would be better to have a % of total sales for the different segments. For 
instance, in grocery, in Germany, ecommerce represents 1%, now moving to 2% of total 
sales. It is 100% growth but not yet representative of big changes.  

 

Key changes in retail and wholesale sectors brought by the digital and green transitions 

With respect to digitalisation it was indicated that the COVID-19 crisis definitely propelled the 

digitalisation wave for retail SMEs. The shift to omnichannel is the key change that is transforming the 

sector. It changes how you run the business, and how businesses interact in the supply chains and with 

customers.  Growth rates show that in the brick-and-mortar environment the turnover is stable, but 

online it is growing fast. It is thought that omnichannel business models grow much faster than the 
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rest of the market. These are going to be a very important part of the retail ecosystem in the future. 

At the same time, the profitability of the omnichannel model still needs to be further investigated. It 

would be useful to dig deeper if the platforms / profitability levels are pushing the rest of the market 

under pressure, which might have some important consequences.   

Omnichannel has large implications on the logistics in the cities, with expectations of 1h-2h delivery 

posing significant challenges on retailers and logistics companies. This trend’s effects need to be 

further analysed, and customers would need to be better educated or informed about them, especially 

with a view to improving sustainability.  

It is also important to understand better the employment effects, which are significant. How are 

retailers developing more eco-friendly work conditions, and what are the effects of digitalisation on 

employment are key questions to keep in mind in the study. There is a great disruptive power in these 

trends.  

The importance and success of green business models was also highlighted, yet at the same time the 

question was raised by one of the participants to which degree both strategies (digitalisation and 

sustainability) were compatible:  

• Participants indicated that consumers do appreciate greener products and solutions, yet 

that at the same time the willingness to pay for the additional costs that this generates is 

not present.   

• Digitalisation also has an impact on the global carbon footprint, contributing to it. For the 

retail ecosystem, we need to go beyond calculating the carbon footprint of ecommerce 

delivery (eg. Servers or digital equipments: usage of energy and battery rechatge etc...). 

Could the new trends of quick commerce be an opportunity to improve the sustainability of 

the ecosystem? 

Another aspect to consider as part of the ecosystem segments is the role of the built environment 

sector. The built environment offers space for example for the retailers' shops and is also challenged 

by the digitalisation trends. There will need to be a lot of investment into this sector to adjust to the 

changes.  

Retail is also very important for the vibrancy of town and city centres. For instance, in EU, the most 

important tourist destination was the Louvre. Now, in Paris, one of the biggest shopping centres Le 80, 

attracts more visitors than the Louvre. However, it is not clear if people go to shops to buy something, 

or only to visit or test some of the products? Participants believed it it important for the future to 

maintain shops and shopping in shopping centres. If changes occur, this will have significant 

consequences for the vibrancy of smaller cities.  

Evolution of the interplay between producers, logistics, e-commerce, wholesalers and retailers 

One participant agreed with the study’s conclusion that the retail ecosystem is not linear any more, 

whereby the traditional chain from producer – wholesaler- retailer – consumer has now been 

disrupted by new market players and new business models. Currently, all parts of the ecosystem are 

changing: brands interacting with customers; platforms and marketplaces; business models 

themselves evolving fast; retailers are evolving from a re-seller to a platform, etc.  

For the warehousing and storage ecosystem segment three elements received a thumbs-up: 

• Sophisticated warehouse management systems 

• In-store robots  

• Time to delivery as a key competitive differentiator. 
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On new workarounds to overcome labour shortages the opinions were divided. It was indicated that 

labour shortages are a wider issue beyond warehousing and holds for all stages/job profiles in the 

retail value chain.  

The participants indicated that removing the middleman, and the prioritisation of new supply chain 

technologies are worth noting.  

Also the importance of retail alliances was stressed, when finding alternatives to  the trend towards 

more centralised retail sector, with SMEs disappearing and big chains growing.Retail alliances of SMEs 

have shown that by cooperation you can circumvent that trend, for example through click and collect 

models. A problem of cooperation is the EU competition law. As this is currently being revised, it would 

be useful to understand how the competition law could support this trend.  

One of the participants indicated that even after the COVID-19 crisis still 80% to 90% of retail happens 

in the conventional brick & mortar fashion. Store prices have been dropping and synergies are being 

explored, potentially with repurposing of existing sites. The link with logistics is important in this 

respect. 

Interplay between EU and global retail 

Participants noted the evolution in the composition of the Top 10 global retailers list in the past 10-15 

years. Before, the Top 3 list was dominated by EU retailers. Nowadays, while EU retailers are still part 

of the Top 10, the list is topped by Amazon and Walmart. According to the participants, the latter’s 

total turnover equals the rest of the 98 global retailers’ turnover, indicating the inbalance in the 

distribution of revenues in the global retail ecosystem.  

The participants advocated for the EU to make the EU regulatory environment more attractive to 

retailers, in view of the global competition and trends in regulations.     

Participants indicated that other economies, notably the US and China, invest more in new 

technologies such as the use of drones. Yet at the same time it was indicated that a profitable business 

model is still not on the horizon and also that there remains legislative work to be done. The 

applicability of the technology is still under scrutiny. 

Policy relevant issues  

The EU Single Market received most attention from participants.  It is expected that the ongoing and 

recent review of the competition law (see Register of Commission Documents - COM(2021)713 

(europa.eu)) will have an important effect that will shape the retail sector in the coming decade. It is 

stressed that the relevant legislation needs to reflect in a better manner the need and possibility of 

SMEs to cooperate (data sharing, joint purchases, pooling of resources,...) and to move to omni-

channel.  

On the demand side of the Single Market it is pointed out that the diversification of consumers is 

increasing rapidly and is becoming a challenge that can only be overcome if the conditions for SME 

cooperation become more favourable. The diversification (preferences for vegan, local, regional 

products, specific brands, …) imply the need to carry a larger assortment, which for SMEs on their own 

is harder to attain than for their large counterparts.   

It was perceived that currently the legal framework conditions for establishing e-commerce platforms 

are too burdensome (to be profitable) to the degree that many SMEs rather prefer to sell their goods 

over the worldwide internet platforms of Amazon, Google and others hence actually reaching the 

opposite effect of promoting the EU retail SMEs and making them more dependable. In this view it 

was indicated that if we want an EU retail sector in which SMEs thrive the EU legislation needs to 

better incorporate possibilities for setting up own platforms and co-operations and avoid hard to 

surmount obstacles.  

https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=COM(2021)713&lang=en
https://ec.europa.eu/transparency/documents-register/detail?ref=COM(2021)713&lang=en
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With respect to taxation it was indicated that a EU-level playing field between the online business 

models and the conventional brick & mortar business models is needed. It was indicated that this holds 

as well for social labour conditions and environmental regulations. At the same time it was added that 

substantial differences across subsectors may exist. 

The participants discussed the issue of finance and funding. It was indicated that for innovation and 

applications of technologies there is an abundance of funds. Yet virtually nothing of this is to the 

benefit of the retailers. It is rather the technology suppliers that benefit.  

In sum, further specific policy-relevant questions that could be explored more in the next stages of the 

project:  

• Better understand trends in protectionism in EU and issues related to artificial segmenting of 
the EU internal market (territorial supply constraints) and the repercussions of these for the 
supply chain and its primary beneficiary the consumer.  

• Better understand how the legal framework for establishing e-commerce platform impacts 
SMEs  

• Sustainability trends are heavily influenced by the costs incurred by the different ecosystem 
players. How do we manage that transition, knowing the consumers expect this to be done, 
but don't want to pay for it? 

• Better understand how the competition law can support group chains or alliances of retailers  

• The competitiveness of the EU retail ecosystem versus the global competitors is influenced 
by the data / GDPR regulation in EU. Potential issues to investigate are what are its actual 
effects for the EU retail ecosystem and how they could be alleviated.  
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3 Future developments in the retail ecosystem   

3.4 Overview of future developments  

Which factors should be mainly considered when we look at long-term developments (2040) of the EU 

retail ecosystem? Which will be their nature? Are they under full control of policymakers? The 

consortium presented the benefits of the horizon scanning technique allowing to address these and 

other related questions. 

The horizon scanning technique 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 identifying the factors of changes; which, in this case, are 

relevant for shaping the future EU retail ecosystem landscape 3.  

The horizon scanning activity resulted in a draft set of 50 factors of changes that are used to conduct 

the discussion with the selected stakeholders. The stakeholders are asked to evaluate the factors of 

changes, by selecting them from a list of starting arguments or by proposing their own arguments. 

Moreover, the set of factors of changes is enriched by proposing and justifying new ones the 

stakeholders consider to be important, yet not covered by the existing statements. The outcomes of 

this discussion will be integrated with the results from the Dynamic Argumentative Survey Delphi. 

These initial 50 factors of changes under examination are different in nature and degree of uncertainty. 

They may be emerging signals of current changes subject of observation and intuition (the so-called 

weak signals) but they can also present themselves as existing clearly observable factors of change 

with long-term development paths (trends and megatrends).  

The envisioned framework for the classification and characterisation of the different factors of changes   

relies on the STEEP factors and on the key Retail Ecosystem actors identified in the Task 1 of the study, 

i.e. Retailers, Consumers, Producers, Wholesalers, Logistics, E-commerce and Warehouse and storage.  

The categorisation of the STEEP framework distinguishes 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, might 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 drivers 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 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, 

 
3 The full details on sources and description of factors of changes are provided in the document “FOD 
Retail – factors of changes”, part of the Worksop accompanying material. 
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etc) if persisting in the near future, might radically changes the retail sector. Besies, 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 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 such as 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. 

The allocation of the factors of changes among STEEP domains and retail ecosystem components 

allows for the following considerations: 

• Looking at the list of factors of changes by ecosystem components, retailers is interested 
by more factors of changes (14 out of 50), with a prevailing presence of technological 
factors. The rest of the ecosystem components (E-commerce, Warehousing and 
Consumers) are interested, in terms of frequency, by 7-8 factors of changes each out of 
50. Consumers are predominantly addressed by social factors of changes and 
Warehousing by economic factors.  

• Looking at the list of factors of change by STEEP domains Technology is, not surprisingly, 
the domain for which there are more inputs (19 out of 50), confirming the 
responsiveness of the retail sector to technological developments (e.g. digitalisation). 
The Technology domain is followed by Society (12) and Economy (11) 

 

When looking at the distribution of the factors of changes, it should be stressed that the allocation 

between factors of changes and STEEP domain/Retail Ecosystem components has been carried out 

following the criteria of the primariy association between factors and STEEP domains and actors, on a 

“one to one” basis. But reality is in fact more complex and some of the factors of changes may address 

one or more ecosystems components and/or STEEP domains.  

3.5 Summary of workshop discussions  

The discussion with stakeholders helped to outline more complex patterns, besides the validation of 

the presented set of factors of change and the addition of new ones in order to address important 

topics not yet considered. 

We set up two rooms for small group work, each one dealing with specific retail ecosystems 

components, so that the discussion could address a limited more manageable number of factors of 

changes for in depth considerations. 

The two rooms had been identified on the basis of two criteria: 1) a balanced number of factors of 

changes and 2) associations of topics among ecosystem actors. The participants were requested to 

select which one of the two rooms they wish to participate:  

1. Room 1 Retail ecosystem components: Consumers, E-commerce, Producers and Logistics 
2. Room 2 Retail ecosystem components: Retailers, Wholesalers and Warehouse & storage.         
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Next, we summarise the contributions and considerations from the participants by ecosystem 

component.  

 

Consumers 

 

Figure 7. Factors of change related to consumers 

Among the key social components addressing the future consumers’ profile, an important role will be 

played by population ageing, considered as a trend leading presumably to lower spending capacity in 

the future. This social trend will be compounded by future shrinking households, i.e. the diminishing 

number of components per family. Besides, in such a context, the accessibility to digital tools, which 

most likely will dominate the future consumers’ channels to the market, may be at risk, with the older 

population having problems with uptaking digital skills.  

The likely future major consumers’ interest in environmental issues may lead to major attention to 

“CO2 neutral” products and more environmental-friendly shopping behaviour. More in general, the 

discussion has acknowledged that the future consumers will have major power of choice, requiring 

products with higher environmental standards. Besides, in such a context, technological developments 

such as social networks augmented reality and live stream shopping will probably lead the next 

consumers to major needs and requirements when buying products: higher product customisation and 

segmentation are expected to become required standards.   

The social impacts on the retail sector concerning the economic domain will most likely emphasize the 

role of discounts, in which price will still be a decisive factor orienting consumers’ behaviour, affecting 

in the long term the retail economic sustainability.  
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However, offsetting the trend toward the importance of the price-factor, some contributions stress as 

well the trade-off with the next consumers’ major preference for local products and/or proximity of 

retail shops, which could overtake the price factor in orienting consumers’ choice, i.e. the so-called 15 

minutes cities. 

E-commerce 

 

Figura 8. Factors of change related to e-commerce 

The discussion on the future of e-commerce has been lively, with contributions addressing several 

domains. At least three topics can be identified: 

1. The role of new technologies. There is a common feeling that the future of e-commerce will 
be strongly influenced by new technologies, basically focused on the development of big 
Data and Artificial Intelligence, enhancing more digital capabilities. 2040 is considered a 
viable time horizon to fulfil the capabilities of metaverse commerce, use virtual goods, 
holograms and cryptocurrencies. 

2. The rising of new business models. Some contributors stressed the future development of 
express delivery and dark stores (i.e., groceries, home goods retailers and clothing brands, 
etc. converted into a micro-fulfillment center); 
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3. The role played by regulation. This may concern both the set up of a level playing field, as the 
recent EU regulation on Digital Market Services and gatekeepers, preserving the EU single 
market from non-EU big playes, and measures supporting small local stores, considered as 
the backbone of lively neighborhood.  

 

 

Producers 

 

Figure 9. Factors of change related to producers 

The discussion and the subsequent contributions addressing the producers’ component of the retail 

ecosystem have probably provided a higher added value, compared to the initial horizon scanning 

state of the art.  

Before the discussion, the horizon scanning had identified some relevant technological trends, in 

particular the advent of 3D printing techniques, with the enourmous potential for increasing a more 

customised supply of products, and, with reference to the food retail segment, the rising of farmer-to-

consumers online food marketplaces and indoor farming. 

The discussion added new topics, focussed on the sustainability of the future production processes, 

with linkages to the circular economy framework and the role and responsibility of the retail sector. 

From packaging to the recycling and reuse of leftovers materials, the contributors stressed the relevant 

role that the future production processes may play in terms of sustainability. 

The sustainability issues will go hand in hand with the customers’ consciousness: their willingness to 

buy local and responsible may push producers to more environmentally friendly production processes. 

Besides, if the future dynamics in the sector are confirmed, the phenomenon of the vertical integration 

between the distribution and retail segments may blur the boundaries between production and 

distribution, making producers  direct sellers, for example via online channels. All this may open the 

discussion on how concentrated and open to competition the future retail ecosystem market will be. 
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The group discussion has also pointed out that in the light of the new digital context, the future 

relationships between the components of the value chain may rise some concerns; more specifically 

with reference to data ownership. Who owns in such an integrated process, the big amount of data 

generated during product purchasing activities (i.e. customers’ profiles, consumption habits)? Several 

demanding issues as a liability on safety and product damages will be also flagged to the legislators. 

 

 

Logistics 

 

Figure 10. Factors of change related to logistics 

The logistics of the future will be interested by a cluster of technological developments leading to the 

adoption of cost-abatement techniques (automation) and space optimisation. Even if the massive use 

of drones for dispatching and delivering items seems to face too many barriers, at least in the time 

horizon under examination (2040), there is a common acknowledgement towards higher pressures 

bringing down prices charged to the consumers in the next future. 

Besides, pressure towards reducing time-to-delivering will be probably the standard requirement from 

customers in the future, making more urgent the adoption of cost-saving methods of delivering.   

However, contributors also stressed that the competition between parcel delivery operators is still not 

fully operating (delivery is still expensive for SMEs) and that regulators should be more incisive on the 

matter in the future, in particular concerning cross-border logistics. 
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The environmental concerns may also play a role in shaping the future of the sector. Apart from the 

growing constraints exerted by municipalities for ensuring green last mile delivering and facing 

congestion, a growing pressure from consciousness customers and the adoption of circular economy 

framework may improve the overall environmental performances.  

 

 

 

Retailers 

 

Figure 11. Factors of change related to retailers. 

As expected, there have been several contributions addressing the future of retailers. Building on the 

framework developed in the horizon scanning, the following topics can be emphasized: 

1. The role of cooperation in the retail sector. It may be an important factor shaping the future 
of the sector, specifically for small retailers and SMEs. But in such a context, regulation will 
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be decisive: policy makers, at national and EU level, should support the process, providing 
an appropriate regulative framework conducive to better cooperation, e.g. addressing data 
sharing, joint purchase and on-line sales, resource pooling, relationships with big retailers, 
etc. 

2. Technological developments. It is very likely that future technological developments will 
change retail shops: cashierless technologies, voice-shopping, instant-payments, etc. but 
the impacts may be differentiated according to the sector: i.e. food and non food segments. 

3. Economic trends. Inequalities in income distribution may exert negative impacts on future 
spending capacity. Considerations about future trends in retail market, e.g. consolidation vs 
fragmentation, also point out the need to look at specific EU trends, rather than to the US 
market.   

 

Wholesalers 

 

Figure 12. Factors of change related to wholesalers.  

 The wholesale component faces the pressure of the development of e-commerce, which tends to put 

into the hands of the retailer the wholesale inventory stock. There are several examples of ordering 

wholesale stock straight from the supplier, namely “removing the middleman”, which saves 

‘middleman fees’, and sourcing products directly from the country of manufacture, which promotes 

authenticity. They are the so-called purchasing direct from manufacturers (DFMs), which exert 

significant pressure on many distributors, forcing them to reduce the distributor’s role in the 
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transactions. Therefore, the future of the wholesale sector may be characterised by the trend toward 

a major disintermediation.  

On the other hand, big retailers, acting as wholesalers, may impose their conditions in their franchise 

contracts, e.g. minimun sales volume, obligation to purchase secondary products, even against the will 

of the shop owner, etc. 

There are also signs that in the future the organised distributors may exert strong commercial 

pressures over shopkeepers and small retailers, contributing to the reduction of independent stores.    

 

 

 

Warehouses & storage 

 

Figure 13. Factors of change related to warehouses and storage 

Warehouses & storage are likely to be interested in the future by a stream of cost-saving technological 

innovations; for example, the increasing use of robots can improve the overall warehouse productivity.   

Besides, the management of product storage will be more efficient through the development of new 

warehouse management solutions. In order to improve the capabilities of warehouse management 

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

execution systems (WES) solutions inside their distribution centres, thus cutting costs and improving 

efficiency. 
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Besides, warehousing as a Service (DaaS and WaaS) and on-demand warehousing will 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. 

However, contributors have pointed out that the environmental constraints may cast a shadow over 

the future of the sector. For instance, soil consumption due to the location of big storage centres 

outside the city boundaries may increase the overall kilometres travelled to deliver products to the 

consumers. However, this trend seems to be offset by the recent trend revealing the increase of 

smaller storage centres nearby city centres, in order to accommodate the same-day-delivery 

pressures. The future of the sector will also depend on which trend will prevail.    

 

4 Conclusions and next steps   

The workshop offered stakeholders an opportunity to learn about the first outcomes of this foresight 

study. The discussions provided relevant feedback and insights for revising the work. In particular, the 

importance of addressing further the digital and green twin transition became obvious from the 

discussions. Furthermore, how these relations evolve will have major implications on the 

competitiveness of retailers and the consumption patterns of consumers.  

The foresight study will delve deeper in these and many other topics addressed in the workshop. The 

next steps of the study can be summarised as follows:  

• Workshop summary report and feedback (Dec 2021)  

• Dynamic Argumentative Delphi (Nov- Dec 2021) 

• Stakeholder survey on retail ecosystems (Jan-Feb 2022) 

• Behavioural online tests among SME leaders (April-May 2022) 

• Online workshops on  
o alternative futures (March-May 2022) 
o visioning and roadmaps (June-July 2022) 
o recommendations (Sept 2022) 

 

To stay in the loop, one can sign up to our newsletter on the website: www.retail2040.eu, where you 

can also find more information, including the project deliverables.  

For further information and exchange, please, send an email to info@retail2040.eu.                                   

 

  

http://www.retail2040.eu/
mailto:info@retail2040.eu
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Annex I: Agenda of the online workshop 

 

26 November 2021, 9:30-12:15 

Time Session 

  

What to expect? Lead 

9:30-9:45 Welcome and introduction  Welcome  

 

Introduction to the project and 

the workshop 

Mural warm-up exercise 

Joanna 

Zawistowska 

Totti Könnölä 

9:45-10:00 The retail ecosystem of today. 

Time for change?  

Insights based on input-output 

analysis as a basis for 

understanding ‘a past’ system, 

and an overview of the structure 

of the EU retail ecosystem 

Laura Roman  

Pijus 

Krūminas 

10:00-

10:30 

Small breakouts Two parallel interactive 

breakout sessions. We present 

findings in a MURAL and request 

feedback on the ecosystem 

definition and trends 

Moderators 

Laura Roman/ 

Pijus 

Krūminas 

  

 

10:30 – 

10:40 

Presentation of the discussion 

results  

Back in plenary, the two groups 

present the results of the 

discussions 

Rapporteurs 

Dana 

Wasserbacher 

Valentijn 

Bilsen  

10:40-

10:50 

Coffee Break   

10:50-

11:05 

Retail of the future - future 

sheets  

Overview and insights  Riccardo Enei 

11:05-

11:45 

Small breakouts We present future sheets in 

Mural and request feedback on 

their relevance and if we have 

missed any relevant 

developments.  

Riccardo Enei, 

Mario Gualdi 
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11:45-

12:00 

Presentation of the discussion 

results  

Back in plenary, the two groups 

present the results of the 

discussions 

 

Rapporteurs 

Giovanna 

Giuffrè 

Daniel Cassolà 

12:00-

12:15 

Conclusions and next steps Conclusions of the workshop 
and future opportunities to 
participate in the project 

Totti Könnölä 

Joanna 

Zawistowska 
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