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1. INTRODUCTION 

This report is part of the foresight exercise ‘The EU retail ecosystem in the future – a vision for 
2040’ for DG GROW, European Commission1, related to a broader set of their activities in the 
realm of retail. The project started in the summer of 2021 and will run until late 2022. It is 
implemented by the ‘Foresight on Demand’ consortium. Through a series of methodological 
tools and continuous interaction with an array of the retail community the project provides 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, 

• Roadmaps to reach the vision,  

• Policy recommendations. 

This report provides the results of the scenario work by elaborating four alternative future sce-
narios of the EU retail ecosystem in 2040 as well as of the visioning of the desired European 
retail ecosystem in 2040 and roadmaps to reach the vision. These findings help retail stake-
holders to explore possible long-term developments and consider their next steps within the 
broad retail ecosystem.   

Section 2 describes four alternative scenarios developed and Section 3 the visions and 
roadmaps. Both the scenarios as well as the roadmaps detail implications for the retail policy, 
which will support the next step of the project in developing relevant recommendations for 
policymakers and other stakeholders.  

2. RETAIL SCENARIOS 

2.1. Introduction 

Between March and May 2022, four online workshops and other supporting online activities 
were organised to develop the four scenarios of alternative futures of the retail ecosystem in 
the EU by 2040, especially on the varying degrees to which operators in the retail ecosystem 
achieve the twin transition towards becoming green and digital. The first three workshops ex-
plored factors of change identified earlier on in the project and developed four alternative future 
scenarios. The fourth workshop continued the work by presenting scenario narratives and dis-
cussing related threats and opportunities for the EU retail ecosystem and policy.  

Scenarios are not predictions of the likely futures but possible futures that may occur. Such 
exploration helps extend one’s span of observation further to the future and to possible risks 
and opportunities that otherwise might be ignored for being unlikely, for instance. To ensure 
that each scenario is different from one another we used as a starting point the two dimensions 
of twin transitions positioned in the vertical and horizontal axes:  

• Ecological sustainability 

o Low refers to severe degradation. 

o High refers to considerable improvement.    

 

1 info@retail.eu 

mailto:info@retail.eu
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• Digitalisation (in terms of human capital and digital skills, connectivity, integration of 
digital technology and digital services) 

o Low refers to stagnation.  

o High refers to considerable improvement. 

Figure 1 summarises the four scenarios, which are presented in detail, in the following sub-
sections.  

The scenario narratives about the future are written as it were today to help the reader ‘travel’ 
and imagine the retail ecosystem in the year 2040. We have also included some related Delphi 
statements from the “Retail 2040” Report on Dynamic Argumentative Delphi (available at 
www.retail2040.eu). The survey used the Dynamic Argumentative Delphi (DAD) method. The 
goal of DAD is to enable enabling consensus-building (in this case on the likelihood of certain 
developments in 2040 with the Likert scale from 1 very unlikely to 5 very likely) among a large 
number of participants, by making explicit the arguments supporting their evaluation. 

 

Figure 1. Four alternative 2040 future states of the EU Retail ecosystem for scenario development. 

2.2. Split and scarce (low sustainability / low digitalisation) 

2.2.1. Introduction 

The retail sector is experiencing a revival of brick-and-mortar shops and large shopping cen-
tres outside the cities, but at the same time is struggling with fierce price competition, market 
consolidation (monopolisation), resource scarcity, supply chain disruptions and resulting poor 
product assortment, labour shortages and increasingly dissatisfied customers. The increasing 
need for local shops and proximity to shops makes the vision of the 15-minute city an oppor-
tunity for retailers. 

For consumers, price defines purchase decisions, over considerations of societal impact or 
product sustainability, as the economic crisis and inequalities undermine consumers spending 

High digitalisation

CLOSE AND CIRCULAR 

Digitalization for sustainability of products and services, but 
less people/consumers 

Consumers rejected advanced technologies

Sustainable consumption, shopping value centered (and 
politicized) 

Technological solutions (intelligent labels, sustainable 
packaging)

Supply chain sustainability

AWARE AND AUGMENTED 

Digital technologies, wellbeing, cities, and manufacturing 

Circular economy principles in production processes

Local stores, producers and platforms, personalised shopping 
and/or local tourism experiences

SPLIT AND SCARCE

Climate extremes and disruptions are causing more 
protectionist measures

Innovation dynamics are hampered

Less cooperation between actors  

Workforce shortages Low-quality non-customised 
products

FAST AND FURIOUS

Digitalized, fast and dynamic, but volatile and unsustainable.

The purchases, the delivery and the return all work fast and 
painlessly

Impulsive consumerism, burden on the environment.

Income distribution gaps and market consolidation 

Global supply chain crises

Low digitalisation

High sustainability

Low sustainability

http://www.retail2040.eu/


7 

capacity. Consumers make less informed choices, as there is no digital information available. 
People turn back to more local retail and production (regional/national), more out of necessity 
than by choice. Some consumers are boycotting the large global marketplaces and retail e-
commerce players in favour of the few remaining independent local stores, but the general 
offer and choice are more restricted, and the available supply suffers from low quality and lack 
of transparency (many fake products and pirated products).  

The trend of less direct-to-consumer sales by manufacturers has increased the importance of 
wholesalers again. Especially the non-food retail sector faces a major shift to more local; local 
wholesalers for local retailers are emerging. The future warehouse is not automatized but relies 
on low-paid, uncertain labour that is increasingly under pressure for poor working conditions. 
The prevailing environmental crisis, such as climate extremes and associated natural disas-
ters, as well as the scarcity of resources, disrupt global value chains, while geopolitical conflicts 
lead to social unrest, workforce shortages and physical barriers. Time to delivery becomes the 
key warehousing competitive advantage, rather than more ecologically optimal or technologi-
cally efficient solutions. 

The proportion of e-commerce is recently stagnating. Not only the high environmental costs 
of delivery and returns, but a high number of cyber-attacks and data breaches at different 
retailers led to a backlash against purchasing online and a loss of trust in companies, especially 
regarding the handling of personal data. Transport and last-mile delivery are still major chal-
lenges for e-commerce. 

As the retail ecosystem is strongly connected to technology, innovation dynamics are ham-
pered, especially since investments in start-ups are decreasing. Climate extremes and asso-
ciated natural disasters, resource scarcities and supply chain disruptions are causing more 
protectionist measures. There is less cooperation between actors in the supply chain, as there 
is no need to cooperate on sustainable operations and production, circularity, or reduction of 
waste. 

Observations on the scenario 

This pure consumption and growth future, in which no consideration is given to sustainability 
and in which digitalisation has failed, is a social and ecological disaster. Several pressing 
global issues at hand such as war (in Ukraine), economic recession, political instability and 
pandemics render this worst-case scenario more plausible. 

Box 1. Observations of the workshop participants on the scenario. 

2.2.2. Retail 

The retail sector in the city is completely detached from sustainability measures or smart city 
strategies that were initiated in the 2020s. Since the 2030s we have seen a revival of out-of-
town big shopping centres, which now account for a large proportion of retail. This benefits 
digitally inexperienced people and people who value the physical shopping experience and 
prefer personal services to digital solutions. It has been easier and cheaper (no transition 
costs) for many companies to keep traditional brick-and-mortar stores instead of offering 
additional specialised services that support older people with online shopping. Retailers are 
becoming curators again: they decide on the offer and are the essential interface to the cus-
tomer. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, senior-focused malls will be present in more than 50% 
of the large cities (i.e., 1 mil. + inhabitants). 

Results: Somewhat likely (average score 3.23 of 108 respondents)  
 



8 

Supporting arguments: 

• There will be more older shoppers as the ageing of the EU’s population will quicken 
in the coming decades; this demographic will also have more available leisure time. 
Source: https://bit.ly/3pOWSZB 

• Big retailers such as Sainsbury’s, Marks & Spencer, Tesco and Morrisons are already 
introducing ‘slow’ or ‘relaxed’ checkout lanes at set times as an opportunity for com-
munity interaction for senior people. Source: https://bit.ly/3lRdO0I 

• Demographic targeting of this sort excludes too much of the customer base to be fi-
nancially viable. Brands must appeal to all category buyers. 

Box 2. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 1 “Future demand adapts to older population”. 

Because it is the price that counts and not the sustainability, the large, ground-sealing shop-
ping centres on the outskirts of cities sell low-quality and unsustainable products at cheap 
prices. Especially, brick-and-mortar retailers and SMEs do not have an incentive to change 
their product range to a more sustainable offer since consumers are not interested. These 
retailers find it difficult to get the financial support and the adequate incentives they would need 
to operate innovatively and sustainably because they are not sufficiently 'green' and because 
the 'green premium' carries high costs. 

Political and economic crises and geopolitical conflicts, leading to supply chain disruptions, 
have also increased the need for local businesses and proximity stores and revived the vision 
of the 15-minute city, even if it does not live up to the envisioned standards and encourages 
the exploitation of precariously employed workers (e.g., bicycle delivery workers). The retail 
sector, in general, retains its workforce, as there is no need for re- and upskilling. However, 
the sector suffers from declining attractiveness and an increasing lack of skilled workforce 
(e.g., ‘helpful’ specialised staff, informing about the products and supporting the elderly in su-
permarkets). 

Recent market dynamics led to market consolidation and the end of fully independent local 
shops. This has resulted in local retail models and proximity shopping strategies of global 
corporations, that do not match the profile of the city or district and lead to a mismatch between 
shopping expectations and offers. 

As brick-and-mortar retailers and SMEs do not have easy access to financial support to 
invest in digitalisation, many of the services and processes are carried out by hand. With 
retail jobs often poorly paid and requiring few skills, workers include many people from mi-
grant backgrounds and living in more precarious circumstances. This has an impact on service 
quality and widens the gap between expectations and offerings. Still, a positive effect of new 
retail models is the possibility to provide click & collect offerings and in-store fulfilment, 
which can strengthen the role of brick-and-mortar shops. As additionally offered high-end dig-
ital shopping solutions bare high costs of implementation, especially for local and proximity 
shops, it is also increasingly difficult to engage customers, who decide and can afford to go 
completely digital.  

2.2.3. Consumption 

Economic crisis and inequalities undermine consumers spending capacity (e.g., high energy 
prices), which leads to the high price sensitivity of shoppers (price-driven vs. sustainability-
driven). Price defines purchase decisions, over considerations of societal impact or product 
sustainability, and short life cycles of products are broadly accepted. Consumers make less 
informed choices, as there is no digital information available, which bears risks of overcon-
sumption and less conscious consumption. 

A whole set of drivers, e.g., economic recession fuelled by new inflationary pressures, energy 
crisis, global supply disruptions (war), resource scarcity, increased frequency of extreme 

https://bit.ly/3pOWSZB
https://bit.ly/3lRdO0I
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weather events fostering large-scale human migration, are leading to increased local pro-
duction and local consumption out of necessity. People turn back to more local retail and 
production (regional/national), more out of necessity than by choice. Some consumers are 
boycotting the large global marketplaces and retail e-commerce players in favour of the 
few remaining independent local stores. At the same time, we experience a welfare gap and 
increasing income distribution gaps, putting under strain the turnover of the retail ecosystem.  

Access to products depends on the localisation of the consumer; the general offer and choice 
are more restricted, and the retail sector lacks innovative power, as it struggles to attract the 
right talents. Sometimes consumers do not find basic products or a valuable shopping experi-
ence in their neighbourhood or their high streets. In general, the available supply suffers from 
low quality and lack of transparency, there are many fake products and pirated products. 

The growth of the elderly population with diminishing spending capability is likely to influ-
ence consumption levels and future demand. Local stores, especially in rural areas, are adapt-
ing to these dynamics and are offering special services for the elderly. The gap between 
digitised consumers in cities and disconnected, non-digitised older consumers in the 
countryside is severe. 

A small part of consumption takes place mainly online, but this is limited to affluent and 
well-educated consumers, as there is little support for digitised retail processes. Consumers 
who can benefit from the advantages of online commerce, such as speed, are not willing to 
share any personal data, but strongly rely on influencers and friend’s posts on social media 
regarding their purchasing choices. Poorly functioning personalisation services, which are 
often insufficiently implemented or not implemented at all due to the high cost of new technol-
ogies, offer little incentive for consumers to provide their personal data. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, numerous celebrities will lend their image for market-
ing campaigns to create, using deepfake technology, believable virtual replicas of them as 
brand ambassadors. 

Results: Likely (average score 3.61 of 114 respondents) 

Supporting arguments:  

• U.S startup Veritone is launching a new AI platform that will let celebrities, influencers, 
and other prominent figures create, control, and license deepfakes of their own voice. 
Source: https://bit.ly/3oLAhxKSource: https://bit.ly/3oLAhxK 

• AI Foundation is creating personal AI for influencers and celebrities, with their consent, 
to engage and amplify their reach with the audience, create deeper engagement with 
the fans, and deliver personal experiences at scale. Source: https://bit.ly/3lTWTuo-
Source: https://bit.ly/3lTWTuo 

• While this scenario is possible, celebrities will try to have control of the messages 
launched using their image 

Box 3. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 43 “Influencer and friend’s posts on social media influ-

ence consumers’ choices” 

2.2.4. Wholesale and logistics 

The trend of less direct-to-consumer sales by manufacturers has increased the importance 
of wholesalers again. Especially the non-food retail sector has shifted to more wholesalers 
working with local retailers. 

The warehouse is not automatized but relies on low-paid, uncertain labour that is under 
pressure for poor working conditions. With the huge amounts of low-quality products that come 

https://bit.ly/3oLAhxK
https://bit.ly/3lTWTuo


10 

from overseas and are often returned, extensive reverse logistics are required, further in-
creasing the work pressure on low-wage workers. As there are no incentives to green the 
transport fleet or the operations in warehousing and logistics, trucks and delivery vehicles are 
not digitally connected, nor powered by renewable energy, resulting in low efficiency and 
steadily increasing high CO2 emissions. Current EU regulatory efforts seek to counteract 
market fragmentation in parcel delivery to enable cross-border logistics. Due to the poor 
economic situation and political lack of agreement among member states, parcel delivery re-
mains fragmented, inefficient and environmentally harmful. 

The prevailing environmental crisis, especially climate extremes and associated natural disas-
ters, as well as the scarcity of resources, disrupt global value chains, while geopolitical con-
flicts lead to workforce shortages and physical barriers (not being able to cross borders). So-
cial unrest due to hyperinflation leads to strikes and exacerbates supply chain disruptions. 

Time to delivery is the key warehousing competitive advantage that is met with old rou-
tines, rather than more ecologically optimal or technologically efficient solutions. AI and data 
analytics are not available to ease the global supply chains under pressure. Some of the local 
wholesalers owned by global technology companies rely on data-driven decision-making and 
use consumer data for predictive analysis. 

2.2.5. E-commerce 

E-commerce has stagnated for years. Not only high environmental costs of delivery and 
returns, but a high number of cyber-attacks and data breaches at different retailers led to a 
backlash against purchasing online and a loss of trust in companies, especially regarding the 
handling of personal data. Transport and last-mile delivery are still major challenges for e-
commerce. Online shopping is slow and unreliable and therefore only a second choice for most 
consumers after local shopping in brick-and-mortar stores. Only a minor percentage of wealthy 
consumers can afford to make use of more reliable and therefore expensive digital offers and 
to go entirely digital. Even if this means missing opportunities, local businesses and local retail 
remain more important. 

2.2.6. Ecosystem interaction 

Economic crisis and inequalities undermine consumers spending capacity and their capa-
bility of paying for "green products" reducing the interest of the ecosystem in investing and 
innovating in this area. Not only do geopolitical conflicts affect investments that are needed to 
support the digital transition, but in general fewer investments in innovation can be observed. 
As retail is strongly connected to technology, innovation dynamics are hampered, especially 
since investments in start-ups are decreasing. 

Climate extremes and associated natural disasters are affecting global supply chains, environ-
mental issues are causing disruptions, resource scarcities are appearing, and causing more 
protectionist measures. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, climate extremes and associated natural disasters will disrupt 
global supply chains multiple times throughout the year. 

Results: Likely (average score 3.96 of 82 respondents)  

Supporting arguments: 

• According to the World Meteorological Organization (WMO), the number of disasters 
has increased by a factor of five over the 50-year period, driven by climate change, 
more extreme weather etc. Source: https://bit.ly/3IChHQJSource: https://bit.ly/3ICh-
HQJ 

https://bit.ly/3IChHQJ
https://bit.ly/3IChHQJ
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• Extreme weather events are also affecting supply chains when workers are unable to 
physically get to their jobs. According to UNDP, workplace disruptions caused by cli-
mate change could lead to more than EUR 1.78 trillion (USD 2 trillion) in productivity 
losses by 2030. Source: https://cnb.cx/3GC27TcSource: https://cnb.cx/3GC27Tc 

• Wildfires in the American West, flooding in China and Europe and drought in South 
America are already disrupting supplies of everything from lumber to chocolate to su-
shi rice. Source: https://cnb.cx/3GC27TcSource: https://cnb.cx/3GC27Tc 

Box 4. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 24 "Climate extremes and associated natural disasters 
will affect global supply chains". 

There is less cooperation between actors in the supply chain, as there is no need to co-
operate on sustainable operations and production, circularity, or reduction of waste.  

Little customised and low-quality products are mass produced with heavy competition on 
price and low margins. As the choice is more limited, speed becomes a crucial factor, espe-
cially in cases where no environmental concerns are related to fast delivery. 

Geopolitical conflicts are leading to workforce shortages and physical barriers (not being 
able to cross borders). Retail is not a sector with high wages, which renders it less attractive 
for the skilled workforce (like the automotive sector) and hampers innovation. People with 
production and craftsmanship skills are urgently needed (not only for luxury goods but for a 
variety of sub-sectors of the retail ecosystem).  

2.2.7. Threats and opportunities 

Threats 

• Environmental crisis and scarcity of resources 

• Heavy competition on price and low margins: Focus on price leads to more unsustain-

able and non-digital practices 

• Lack of skilled workforce, exploitation of precariously employed workers, poor working 

conditions 

• End of independent shops – monopolisation 

• Increasingly dissatisfied consumers (mismatch between shopping expectations and 

experience/offer), increasing gap between digital and non-digital consumers 

• Lack of information and uninformed consumption choices (bears risks of overconsump-

tion and less conscious consumption) 

• Lack of innovative power, low-quality products, more restricted general offer and re-

stricted choice 

• Extensive reverse logistics, low efficiency and steadily increasing CO2 emissions (due 

to transport and fragmented parcel delivery across borders) 

• The backlash against purchasing online (cyber-attacks and data breaches, online 

shopping is slow and unreliable), loss of trust in companies, especially regarding the 

handling of personal data 

• More protectionist measures, less cooperation between actors in the supply chain 

Opportunities 

• The vision of the 15-minutes city, time to delivery as the key competitive advantage of 

warehousing (rather than more ecologically optimal or technologically efficient solu-

tions) 

• Click & Collect offerings and in-store fulfilment as an opportunity for brick-and-mortar 

retail locations 

https://cnb.cx/3GC27Tc
https://cnb.cx/3GC27Tc
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• Opportunities for pop-up stores and niche markets 

• Special services for the elderly and other digitally excluded groups 

• Advantages of online commerce, such as speed (for those who can afford it). Speed is 

a crucial factor, especially in cases where no environmental concerns are related to 

fast delivery 

• The increased importance of wholesalers (local wholesalers for local retail) 

• Repair culture and circular approaches, substitute services: bartering 

• Positive influence on urban environments – flourishing inner cities? 

• Increased local production and local consumption out of necessity 

2.2.8. Policy implications 

If we talk about policy implications, it should be clear which values and goals (EU digitalisation 
and sustainability) should be pursued.  

But we can propose a set of generic policy implications that would need to be considered to 
avoid a low-low scenario: 

• Breaking up monopolies and diversifying and strengthening the landscape of independ-

ent actors in the retail ecosystem (local producers, local retailers, local wholesalers, 

cooperatives for gig economy workers, repair communities, etc.) 

• Establishing new strategies and measures to realise 15-minute cities and enable short 

delivery time as a key competitive advantage 

• Establishment of multi-functional brick-and-mortar shops that can offer click&collect, in-

store fulfilment and specialised services (e.g., services for silver shoppers) 

• Strengthen a broad and innovative repair culture and introduce educational measures 

to build up a skilled workforce 

• Building trust through providing information on- and offline, providing product quality 

assessments, e.g., repairability index, and establishing trust relations between local 

shops and local consumers 

2.3. Fast and furious (low sustainability / high digitalisation) 

2.3.1. Introduction  

The EU retail ecosystem in 2040 is highly digitalized, fast and dynamic, but volatile, prone 
to disruptions and everything but sustainable. The sector has struggled through economic 
recessions fuelled by inflation and energy crises, which have led to wide income distribution 
gaps, curbed the overall turnover of the retail ecosystem and aggravated the market consol-
idation.  

Impulsive consumerism creates a major burden on the environment. The purchases, the 
delivery and the return all work fast and painlessly for the customer to meet their needs and 
desires in minutes thanks to automated platforms and logistics and the army of last-mile de-
livery couriers, drones and automated vehicles.  

2.3.2. Retail 

Most of the shopping is concentrated on a few major hybrid platforms like Amazon, which 
control largely the access to the consumer. The borders of retail sectors have blurred, for in-
stance, Chinese Shein used to focus on ultra-fast fashion for young women (competing with 
Zara and H&M) has extended to many other consumer goods and market segments. They 
have extended their global provider networks, but with limited ability to monitor the quality of 
their products and ESG performance.  Retailers pay little attention to how their products are 
produced if they sell. Consumers do not worry or ask either about ethics or sustainability. Retail 



13 

is obsessed with meeting customers´ specific needs with speed, price and ease of shop-
ping, and the rest is secondary. Furthermore, regulators tend to avoid interventions as they 
trust retail platforms can autoregulate and align with consumer needs.  

Smart “point-of-sales” shops and dark stores (dotcom centres) have become the dominant 
retail format linked also with online and VR metaverse shopping experiences. The fulfilment 
centres in densely populated areas shorten delivery times and provide a faster and more con-
venient shopping experience. A dark store is a retail space that is not open for in-store shop-
ping. Like ghost kitchens, dark stores fulfil online orders, also from big vendors like Amazon. 
With the fast delivery in mind, even the big retailers with their global value chains value their 
local suppliers, especially with food products. Environmental or social aspects are not however 
driving the development of local value chains, but rather the speed and cutting costs. 

While big retailers have grown even bigger, the local stores that have survived offer also 
hybrid and virtual experiences and personalized products based on the data and AI for 
each customer’s specific circumstances and moments. Specialised local stores also connect 
to online platforms to learn from consumer preferences. Integrated solutions for customer jour-
ney management, email, mobile, social, web personalization, advertising, content handling, 
and analytics are common practice. Also, artificial intelligence is ubiquitous in the advertising 
space. Mixed reality (MR) merges real and virtual worlds to produce new environments and 
visualizations, where physical and digital objects co-exist and interact in real-time. Streamlining 
online and offline touchpoints create a phygital experience involving immersion that makes the 
customer part of the experience, immediacy for shoppers to get the right message at the right 
time and interaction that allows consumers to touch, feel, and engage with products. Aug-
mented reality will be fully integrated in-store and at home to one seamless experience. Con-
sumers can also design and customise their products and print them with advanced 3D printers 
in local stores or order directly from specialised suppliers. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, over 80% of fashion retailers will have virtual fitting 
rooms - apps that allow users to upload a full-body photo and get an idea of what a garment 
looks like on their body without physically trying it on. 

Results: Likely (average score 3.88 of 108 respondents) 

Supporting arguments:  

• Many retailers are already developing virtual fitting room technologies. H&Mbeyond 
and NeXR Technologies are working together to develop a virtual fitting room; and 
WearFits has created technology that allows people shopping for clothes online to 
use an avatar and detailed visualisations and animations to see what an item of cloth-
ing will look like on them. Source: https://bit.ly/3yfwpIuSource: https://bit.ly/3yfwpIu 

• Applications to increase customer shopping experience through magic mirrors, smart 
fitting rooms, kiosks or shelves have already started to appear more than 10 years 
ago and are still growing Source: https://bit.ly/3gz3es5https://bit.ly/3gz3es5 

• Given this technology has been around for a decade and hasn't experienced huge 
growth, it's unlikely over 80% of fashion retailers will be adopting this technology, 
https://www.shopify.com/retail/phygital-retail 

Box 5. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change 5. The fusion of physical and digital stores becomes usual. 

Food retailers focus on digital sales but maintain highly digitalised and automated physical 
point-of-sales. AR and VR enable a realistic customer experience and set the direction for 
product development (e.g., new types of convenience food). Customers are randomly selected 
as test subjects for new products and services and rewarded with discounts for their participa-
tion. However, there is no option to unsubscribe from trials, which does not seem to be a 

https://bit.ly/3yfwpIu
https://bit.ly/3gz3es5https:/bit.ly/3gz3es5
https://www.shopify.com/retail/phygital-retail
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problem because access to novel products away from the highly standardised product assort-
ment increases personal status in social media communication. 

Supermarkets still exist, they are proliferated by AI and IoT applications. Autonomous robots 
take care of the assortment of goods and ensure that perishable goods are always presented 
fresh and according to requirements. Electronic price tags adjust to demand in real-time and 
AI-driven ordering systems ensure the timely replenishment of goods produced and delivered 
just-in-time by large suppliers. Goods that are not available in the physical supermarket are 
projected onto the shelves using holograms and delivered to the customer's home address 
within a few hours. In search of easy shopping, most prefer cashier-less and cash-less pay-
ments. 

2.3.3. Consumption 

The low and middle classes struggle, focusing on the price in their buying decisions. Price as 
well as speed and comfort, for those who can afford it, drive the consumption behav-
iour. What is truly driving the consumer is the easy and immediate, often impulsive, purchase 
with the most competitive price. Consumers want fast access to the whole richness of all the 
possible products. Many are addicted to consumerism buying more stuff they need or have 
time to enjoy. Clothes and electronics are designed to generate the desire to buy but they do 
not last long.  

Same consumers have two types of buying behaviours. On the one hand, consumers are 
also operating anonymously with their fake avatars to please their vices and purchase 
cheap and even illegal products of questionable origins. For anonymous shopping diverse 
online stores and some physical stores (those still open) work mainly with cryptocurrency pay-
ments. Such anonymous shopping provides little information about each customer. It is more 
of cheap standardised products and an overall shopping experience that drives it. In this space, 
illegal and legal shopping becomes blurry as also the stores learn to hide the origins of their 
products.  

On the other hand, consumers happily share their data with their selected online plat-
forms to receive customised offerings and subscription-based deliveries. Consumers trust 
their standard providers can avoid unauthorized access to or reuse of their personal data, as 
well as the illegal sale of their private information to other parties. Consumers do most of their 
shopping on their favourite online marketplace sharing openly their buying habits; the platform 
knows in detail what the consumer wants and will want; for instance, much of the groceries are 
ordered dynamically based on consumer preferences, new product launches and sales -- and 
delivered home in subscription bases.  

Homes are equipped with smart devices allowing automatic purchase. The washing ma-
chine realises that you need to change the filter, orders it and buys it online. The meter buys 
the energy it needs in real-time, to manage a peak in consumption and prevent a loss of power. 
The connected car, if parked in a geo-located parking area, “understands” that the user is 
asking it to make the parking payment. 

Consumers have adopted voice-first systems and services for three main reasons: speed, 
convenience, and better service quality. They use technology, especially mobile devices, in 
day-to-day decisions and tasks. Consumers want to control, influence and shape their entire 
purchasing journey, e.g., opposing the use of emotion recognition technology by retail ser-
vices. Digital channels will offer a two-way channel, whether through sharing opinions via so-
cial media or making last-minute updates to order or delivery preferences via an app.  

Sophisticated emotional sensors support targeted demand management based on customer 
profiles that are continuously updated during the shopping process. With subscription services, 
the desired products are insistently suggested to the customers and a long deselection process 
is necessary to decide on other products than the suggested ones.  
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Consumers, especially the elderly, are ready to share their data for better purchasing deci-
sions, they also share their personal data to get extra discounts. Adversely, to obtain a VIP 
shopping profile that is free of product advertising, customers must pay upfront. In parallel, 
consumers are making anonymous purchases in other online stores; the cryptocurrency and 
anonymity browsers are in heavy use, especially what comes to vices and bad habits.  

People want to buy new, nothing refurbished. All in all, little interest is given to the societal 
impacts and sustainability concerns of the product; also, little information is available if one 
would like to know more about the product. Long-distance value and logistics chains and con-
sumerism worsen waste, climate and in general sustainability crisis that creates pressure on 
production and consumption systems, for instance, resource scarcity decreases consumer 
confidence and buying power. The younger generation influenced by green movements is call-
ing for more sustainable products and consumption, but with little response from the markets 
until now.  

In urban areas, consumers have learned to receive the deliveries minutes after the purchase. 
In the rural areas, consumers receive small items relatively fast with the drones, whereas the 
heavy items they need to wait longer or pick them up from urban centres. Many consumers 
design their products to their specific needs and use 3D printing to design food and 
kitchenware.  

2.3.4. Wholesale and logistics 

The e-commerce boom creates massive demand for home delivery services. The demand is 
answered with many delivery jobs and automation. Delivery companies diversify offering other 
home services of a wide range from fixing appliances to beauty salon services. Instant deliv-
ery has also skyrocketed congestion and accidents; drones are taking over as a more 
secure and faster option both in urban and rural areas. 'Drop zones' for drones on multiple 
street corners and roofs are replacing parking spaces.  

Dark stores enable short delivery routes and easy last-mile delivery. A dense network of 
automated warehouses allows fast delivery, and omnichannel retailers have their quick and 
integrated IT systems, store layouts and processes. The fulfilment centres have been auto-
mated to adapt to the increased volumes and decreased delivery times. Click and collect has 
also its role being sometimes faster and cheaper than delivery service and overtaking in-
store shopping. This favours retailers with a local physical presence. 

The entire retail ecosystem is dominated by a few global players who have been able to make 
necessary investments in digital transformation and realise the potential of digital technologies. 
The savings for larger retailer chains mean better prices for customers but reduced profit mar-
gins for the suppliers. The remaining SMEs struggle to keep up with storage management 
and delivery, as the economies of scale of larger actors are hard to compete with.  

Wholesalers have also been marginalised as digital interfaces have made it easier to order 
directly from the producer as demand estimates are highly accurate. Instant pricing made pos-
sible by electronic shelf labels systems (ESLs) speeds up the update of pricing, displaying in 
real-time prices and information on products and groceries. It also allows less contact with an 
inventory. ESL and shelf scanning robots roam stores and quickly scan merchandise on 
shelves using machine vision or RFID readers. This helps retailers keep track of inventory 
more efficiently than employees with scanning guns. But the real advantage of these robots is 
in the data they collect. By analysing massive amounts of data, such as item popularity at a 
given time of day or in each shelf location, retailers can gain e-commerce level insights into 
customer behaviour and product trends.  

The huge logistic centres of the few online retail platforms rely on fully-fledged IoT systems 
and the optimisation of supply chains, which are automated to the extreme. Shelf-scanning 
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robots are a standard in warehouses, wholesales and logistics. Furthermore, artificial intelli-
gence (AI) allows logistics workforces to focus on more meaningful and impactful work.  

EU regulation ensures a level playing field for the EU postal and e-commerce sector. The 
EU regulation on cross-border parcel delivery services has overcome issues of fragmentation 
for cross-border logistics and created a single market for parcel delivery.  

As a result of over-consumption, products pile up in landfills. The lack of climate policy and 
extensive use of fossil fuels keep energy prices low which accelerates the global trade of cheap 
and low-quality products. Delivery trucks and other vehicles (e.g., planes) emit large amounts 
of harmful pollutants. Furthermore, since there is a large emphasis on the importance of im-
mediacy in business — especially in shipping offerings — businesses must send out freights 
that are only partially full, requiring additional trips and more transportation emissions. 

Severe climate extremes and associated natural disasters abrupt global supply chains 
and led to trillions of euros in productivity losses. Climate change impacts occurring outside 
Europe have had indirect cascading effects also on European trade, infrastructure and 
transport. Geopolitical conflicts over resources have led to workforce shortages and physical 
barriers in retail and its value chains. 

2.3.5. E-commerce 

E-commerce is booming, physical stores survive only with a hybrid approach relying also 
on e-commerce one way or another. Impulsive shopping and dynamic subscription services fill 
homes with products. People order products just to try them out as reverse logistics is free and 
painless for customers. This creates immense extra logistics.  

Consumers share willingly their data with dominant platforms, and their smart home appli-
ances execute automated purchases based on their personal data. Even if people still go 
from time to time to shops, it is not for necessity but for the experience.  

Fast food restaurants and convenience food manufacturers are integrated into online grocery 
stores, as are the few large-scale agricultural businesses that can guarantee reliable and ho-
mogeneous food production and delivery through precision farming and fully automated distri-
bution systems. This has aggravated monoculture that has experienced serious plagues and 
interruptions in food value chains.   

People make purchases also anonymously with VPN browsers and cryptocurrencies with little 
hesitation. Cryptocurrencies are a daily paying method. While the price volatility of cryptos 
is no longer a major issue, cyber-attacks and anonymity-related security risks require heavy 
and expensive countermeasures.  

2.3.6. Ecosystem interactions 

Retailers are part of a digital ecosystem covering every aspect of consumption. Dominant mar-
ketplace platforms autoregulate, and regulators mainly just monitor. Little voice is left for small 
providers. The regulation leaves largely undefined what is sustainable and what is not. There 
are lots of "greenwashing" as what is green and what is not is still not clear. Thus, it is difficult 
for a responsible business to differentiate itself from other actors.  

Faceless dark stores and warehouses cause local traffic to collapse from time to time, which 
has created growing neighbourhood ‘not in my backyard’ (NIMBY) protests. Global supply 
chain crises and price hikes leave consumers without affordable products and lead to closures, 
especially of smaller retail stores from time to time. 
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2.3.7. Threats and opportunities 

Threats 

• E-commerce can make it extremely easy to buy and return products, which can aggra-

vate hyper-consumerism. The retail system fed by impulsive purchases with little infor-

mation on the origin, quality and impact of a product may experience higher sales in 

the short-term, but this will have wide negative long-term impacts on the retail ecosys-

tem and society.  

• Online marketplaces with limited monitoring of their providers hamper the value chain 

transparency that may disincentivise the environmental, social and governance (ESG) 

performance of businesses.  

• Monotonous tasks in warehouses and delivery contribute to the declining attractiveness 

of the sector. 

• The lack of a skilled workforce related to automation may become a major bottleneck. 

There is a huge demand for data engineers who can manage all the interfaces, much 

of the engagement that is happening online without the consumers and then also in the 

back end and all the other value chains. 

• Protests against dominant platforms and their dark stores in the neighbourhood 

(NIMBY) may arise because of perceived negative impacts on their surroundings, e.g., 

traffic congestion. 

• Extreme weather events may disrupt global value chains, also locally when workers 

are unable to physically get to their jobs.  

• Global value chains are vulnerable to disruptions and increase the environmental foot-

print of products. 

Opportunities 

• The home delivery of products may extend to offering other types of services at home, 

also making the delivery service jobs more attractive.  

• Automation reduces monotonous and dangerous warehousing and delivery tasks and 

accidents 

• New high-tech, e.g., AI and automation, makes the sector more attractive offering new 

job opportunities for a skilled workforce 

• There are many diverse industries active in e-commerce, but they all have opportunities 

to reduce waste and inefficiencies up and down the supply chain through smarter digital 

integration. 

2.3.8. Policy implications 

• Policies should guide the measuring of sustainability and its communication to ensure 

that consumers have sufficient understanding of the product quality, origin and societal 

impacts. 

• Policies and regulatory environment should guide the evolution of functional digitalised 

environment offering opportunities for the whole retail sector.    

• EU regulation should facilitate the functioning single market (incl. cross-border logis-

tics) also for smaller retailers with limited resources.  

• The scale of future climate change and its impacts will depend on the effectiveness of 

implementing our global agreements to cut greenhouse gas emissions, but also on 

ensuring that we have the right adaptation strategies and policies in place to reduce 

the risks from current and projected climate extremes. 
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• To mitigate and adapt to climate change improving policy coherence across different 

policy areas and governance levels (EU, transnational, national and subnational), more 

flexible adaptive management approaches, and the combination of technological solu-

tions and nature-based approaches are needed. 

• Policies should ensure that there are in place sufficient contingency plans for value 

chain disruptions in critical products for consumers and society.  

2.4. Close and circular (high sustainability / low digitalisation) 

2.4.1. Introduction  

Environmentally friendly consciousness is the main factor influencing consumers’ choices. 
Consumers have changed their behaviour in the spirit of sustainability, and they buy more 
sustainable products thanks to years of awareness raising, education and providing transpar-
ent information. Governments and other organisations that people recognize, and trust, all 
contributed to this process of changing consumers’ behaviour. 

The concept of “15-minute city” is widely implemented: cities are redesigned so that people 
live, work and have access to all the services they need (e.g., shops, schools, medical care, 
or entertaining) within a 15-minute walk or bike ride. 

The importance of local products has grown, mostly for the food system. They are domestically 
produced and sourced. The trend is toward food supply becoming hyper-local, with a clear 
prevalence of fresh products over processed ones. The growth of the elderly population deter-
mines consumption levels and changes the design of products and services, and especially 
the proximity of products and services is what they value highly.  

Sustainability labels guide consumer behaviour by informing consumers about environmental 
claims and quality assessments of the products. They orient the consumers through the many 
options in the same product category to make an informed choice. The number of products for 
which sustainability labels are mandatory has skyrocketed. 

Regarding labour issues, retail employees are highly trained in sustainability and agriculture 
jobs enjoy a higher status and recognition. 

2.4.2. Retail 

Proximity commerce and small local shops have gained a lot of importance. Brick and mortar 
stores are revitalized partly because of the 15-minute city-style strategies implemented in most 
of the cities. The town centres are more attractive than ever, and the retail offer is more diverse. 
Retailers revive some of the more "traditional" low-tech advertising channels focused espe-
cially on consumers with low digital skills while advertising itself concentrates on the quality 
and sustainability of products and not on quantity or low prices. 

Locally sourced products are very important for consumers and local marketplaces (online and 
offline) are extremely popular. Farmer-to-consumer sales increase and there are closer links 
and relations between retailers and local producers/ manufacturers. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, more than 50% of the consumers will prefer local 
products even when 20% higher in price when compared to products from other countries. 

Results: somewhat likely (average score 3.33 of 199 respondents 

Supporting arguments:  

• Consumers are willing to pay more for foods that are grown and produced locally rather 
than having to travel extensively during production. 
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• According to a recent study, 94% of European consumers trust products made in their 
country or region. Source: https://bit.ly/3GBOseTSource: https://bit.ly/3GBOseT 

• At least 50% of consumers will feel under financial pressure to buy the cheapest com-
parable product 

Box 6. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 45 “The importance of local products (fresh food) will 

grow” 

On a global scale, the breakdown of some supply chains leads to a restructuring of production 
and delivery (i.e., nearshoring). Circular economy models are the norm: recycling and re-
sale/second-hand demand feeds the trends of waste reduction; online channels support re-
selling markets; buy-back programs for a wide range of durable goods; second-hand stores 
(for clothing, household items, furniture etc.) are among the preferred ways of shopping. 

Big retailers also “go green” in investment decisions and CO2 reduction: packaging is more 
environmentally friendly, and one of the few highly digitalized areas is in the traceability of 
products to ensure a low environmental footprint. 

2.4.3. Consumption 

Mistrust in tech, on one hand, and sustainability concerns on environmental crises, on the 
other, lead to similar outcomes of new consumption patterns, for different reasons. Consumers 
are aware (partly because of generational shifts) of the importance of sustainable consump-
tion. Decluttering is a big trend among new generations to reduce consumption. Trust in pro-
ducers and manufacturers is a crucial issue. Purchasing of sustainable and regional products 
is made based on reputation and consumers are willing to pay a premium for locally sourced 
products. 

Many consumers practice "happy frugality" and avoid excess. They are not interested in own-
ership anymore and prefer to rent products and use them as a service. People prefer to pay 
with cash again. 

Elderly people are a major market segment: future demand adapts to the older population as 
they continue demanding face-to-face services over digital solutions. 

Packaging is environmentally friendly through many innovations that make packaging edible, 
biodegradable, recyclable etc. Eco-labels inform consumers about the environmental claim 
and quality assessment of the products. 

2.4.4. Wholesale and logistics 

Climate extremes and associated natural disasters affect global supply chains. Also, climate 
change adaption into all policies is enforced. In turn, the supply chains have changed to local 
rather than global. Considering the geopolitical situation, nearshoring has become usual. This 
means a decrease in delivery (and fewer jobs).  

Logistics adapt to new consumer preferences: buying experience, price and ecological foot-
print before the speed of delivery service. Click and collect is preferred to reduce emissions 
caused by deliveries in e-commerce: zero-emission vehicles in urban area delivery are one 
example. Besides, by 2040 the evolution of car manufactures towards clean vehicles, and the 
development of alternatives to fossil-based fuels underpin higher sustainability in logistics. 

2.4.5. E-commerce 

E-commerce is associated with a high negative environmental impact in terms of energy (emis-
sions). Online shopping is only the second choice after physical stores: the “15 minutes city” 
allows citizens to access services and products. However, local digital commerce (in the sense 

https://bit.ly/3GBOseT
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that you buy things online, but those things don’t come from the other end of the world) in-
creases because of several crises (e.g., pandemics, supply chain disruptions, climate crises 
etc.). 

Circular economy models (i.e., reverse logistics, recycling and resale/second-hand) are signif-
icant. Excessive packaging is reduced due to lower e-commerce activities. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, more than 50% of the non-durable goods on the mar-
ket will have sustainable (i.e., recyclable, compostable or reusable) packaging. 

Results: Likely (average score 4.40 of 78 respondents) 

Supporting arguments:  

• The EU’s Directive on single-use plastics restricts the sale and use of 10 single-use 
plastic items including cutlery, plates, straws, drink stirrers, sticks for balloons, cups, 
food and drink containers made of expanded polystyrene. Sources: 
https://bit.ly/3s00FpN; https://bit.ly/3lSzaKQ 

• Around 74% of consumers say they are willing to pay an additional amount for products 
in sustainable packaging. Source: https://bit.ly/3yh1BqV 

• Plastic packaging destroys the ecosystem. 50% is a very, very low level for the 2040 
value. You need to set a 100% minimum. Technical solutions already allow us to solve 
this problem today. 

Box 7. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 47 “Packaging will be more environmentally friendly”. 

2.4.6. Ecosystem interactions 

The collaboration between actors in the supply chain increases to provide sustainable products 
to consumers. There are also more standards for the sustainable local value chain manage-
ment. This means more regional cohesion where local markets gain more importance. In the 
EU protectionist measures are in place to ensure more domestically/regionally sourced prod-
ucts. 

Overall, there is a new perspective on ecosystem services: from dominant anthropocentrism 
to a sense of belonging/being a link in the ecosystem. Communities pay more attention to local 
ecosystems to protect and restore them via trust and social connections. 

2.4.7. Threats and opportunities 

Threats 

• Reduced attractiveness of the sector and lack of skilled workforce. 

• “15 minutes city”, or “Proximity” model in a wider concept, might not be a realistic model 

for the future. 

• Lack of scale for innovation as there are fewer cross-border/international retail oppor-

tunities  

• Europe will become more and more dependent on the rest of the world regarding digi-

tal. Leading eventually to the impoverishment of Europe as it is no longer globally com-

petitive. 

• Cannibalisation of different waste management systems (recycle vs re-use; retailers vs 

recycling companies)  

• Less empowered consumers, due to the low digitalisation that reduces the consumer 

access to digital marketplaces, comparing prices and quality of a wide range of prod-

ucts. 

https://bit.ly/3lSzaKQ
https://bit.ly/3yh1BqV


21 

• Consumption-based on selling new products decreases, and retailers need to extend 

their business model to encompass circularity or lose the turnover 

Opportunities  

• 15 minutes cities allow citizens to facilitate the creation of buyer clubs. 

• 3D printing makes consumers more independent (they can print some of their goods 

without being disturbed by disruptions in the supply chain). 

• Cities’ attractiveness is defined by ecosystem performances (air, water, soil). 

• The need for upskilling, reskilling, and new/different jobs, is a trend that changes the 

sector: some job positions disappear while others are created. 

• New forms of omnichannel organization to make it more convenient and sustainable 

mean a comparative advantage. 

• Room for new green business models linked to renting, sharing, repurposing, refur-

bishing, second-hand, remanufacturing 

• The anti-tech trend is not just a fashionable trend, but a permanent culture upon which 

sustainable consumption can thrive.   

• Anti-Shein (&Chinese) anti-dumping: taxes imposed on the import of low-price products 

at the expense of environmental, safety and social standards. 

• Better jobs for low-skilled workers in sectors neglected in the old paradigm based on 

technology and high consumption, e.g., jobs in the agricultural sector 

• Local online networks and eCommerce may thrive under a scenario based on networks 

of local marketplaces. 

2.4.8. Policy implications 

• Active labour policy. How to improve labour skills given low digitalisation? 

• Improve confidence in digital solutions. Policies aiming at the introduction of digital solu-

tions in the management of shops and logistics  

• The trade-off between the development of local markets and economic growth. The de-

velopment of local products with high environmental standards exerts upward pressure 

on price and a general reduction in the supply chain: lower e-commerce activity dimin-

ishes the availability of low-price products and in general economic turnover of the sec-

tor.  

• Supporting the capabilities of the retail ecosystem to improve digitalisation: more train-

ing, funding and incentives 

• Ensuring diversification and level playing fields for market operators: reversing the trend 

towards the dominant position of big high-tech players (particularly non-European) 

• Improving the awareness among consumers of the potential benefit of new technologies: 

restoring trust among consumers in the respect of data privacy and security of digital 

transactions 

• Active job creation and qualification policy to improve the attractiveness of working in the 

retail ecosystem 

• Improving the environmental footprints of the retail ecosystem: cleaner freight distribu-

tion, less warehouse space consumption, etc. 

• Taking the benefits from the development of local markets: improving infrastructure and 

food quality control of local supply chain 

• Taking care of the growing elderly population: develop services of proximity for elderly 

consumers, needing face-to-face services in a context of low digitalisation 
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2.5. Aware and augmented (high sustainability / high digitalisation) 

2.5.1. Introduction 

A multi-faced digital life encompassing advanced digital technologies, digital wellbeing, digital 
cities, and digital manufacturing means also that organizations and society, in general, can 
more effectively communicate environmental and sustainable campaigns and as a result can 
impact consumers' attitudes, and preferences and behaviours. 

By 2040, there is a great impact of AI on society in general and the retail ecosystem. The 
process of buying products is much easier, consumers have more options and product choices. 
AI, IoT, VR and other novel technologies increase the role of hedonic value in the consumption 
process. Fun and entertainment are not separated by awareness of environmental implications 
of consumption. At the same time, products follow sustainable regulations enforced by the EU 
and other major organizations. The combination of sustainability goals with the concepts of 
entertainment value and digitalization are offered as the novel added value. 

Local stores and producers have extended considerably their customer base. Local platforms 
encourage customers to visit the local stores and producers with more personalised shopping 
and/or local tourism experiences. Stores have a high degree of home automation which deci-
sively contributes to sustainability. Only sustainable products are available in stores (i.e., prod-
ucts that have been produced with a positive/no/minimal environmental impact, products that 
are recyclable, repairable, or used products). Furthermore, stores themselves are sustainable 
structures, with sustainable fixtures. 

There is an integration of precise nutrition, mixed reality, and a new 3D food printing system 
as a disruptive solution for decentralized production capacity to meet the daily nutritional needs 
of people. This also allows maximizing the enjoyment of the sensory experiences through the 
elucidation of human-food-computer interactions. The interaction between food manufacturing 
and food consumption is completely reshaped, making feasible personalized and sustainable 
diets for all people and everywhere. 

2.5.2. Retail 

Internet of things (IoT) is the major player that allows retail to become more digital, more trans-
parent, and easier for consumers. The concept of service is clearer than ever before. Most 
retailing takes place digitally. In brick-and-mortar shops emphasis is given to the experience 
of buying/deciding to buy a product or service with the use of augmented reality and virtual 
reality. Consumers try to find the optimal level of experience that a product/service offers to 
them. The fusion of physical and digital stores has become usual. 

Online retail platforms offer opportunities for local stores and producers to establish customer 
relationships beyond selling their products and increasingly also inform the customers about 
the full value chain of a product and its impacts on society. There are fewer and smaller phys-
ical stores due to the transition to virtual environments/shops where consumers have their own 
personalised shops. On the other hand, offline stores support the digital channels (selling 
online, in VR, in AR, in the metaverse) and offer exclusive services such as providing repair 
services and contributing to waste collection. 

Extensive use of Artificial Intelligence shapes the functions and strategies of retail shops.  Au-
tomation affects store operations, supply chain, delivery, logistics etc.; and part of the staff has 
been replaced by robots, but at the same new jobs are created and new skills become neces-
sary (e.g., data engineers, developers, etc.), meaning that the workforce has a high level of 
literacy. 
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Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, retailers will be marketing to the AI interfaces (e.g., 
virtual assistants such as Alexa, Siri etc., digital avatars with celebrity/influencer status on so-
cial media) that will act as gatekeepers between brands and consume 

Results: Likely (average score 3.82 of 119 respondents)  

Supporting arguments:  

• Retailers are starting to incorporate Business To Robot To Consumer (B2R2C) models 
in order to create a strategy for marketing to robots as digital carebots are already 
purchasing various products and services on behalf of their owners. Source: 
https://bit.ly/3IAFwZn 

• Competitiveness among brands will increase because the new ‘robot’ consumers will 
be able to evaluate more product offers and will do this quicker than human consumers 
are able to do this. Source: https://bit.ly/3pJoOhz 

• Key influencers include a growing number of robots and virtual beings (e.g., Lil Miquela 
is a virtual influencer that has already more than 3 million followers on Instagram). 
Source: https://bit.ly/3lUlpvw 

Box 8. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 4 “The use of AI interfaces shapes retail shops functions 

and strategies”. 

There is the pervasive use of data. Consumers’ willingness to share data (smart objects and 
IoT) for discounts is universal. That translates into a heavy dependence of most of the activities 
on data sharing, data analytics, and automation. Businesses that collect and use more data 
from their operations and third parties are more successful, more profitable and more sustain-
able, if they manage to extract valuable information. Environmental sustainability of products 
and services is part of the valuable information consumers are willing to share and therefore 
suppliers must take it into account in their business models. 

In terms of sustainability, big retailers “go green” in investment decisions and CO2 reduction 
and retail operations are based on 100% renewable energy. Furthermore, retailers can supply 
their unused renewable energy to the energy network because stores are highly energy effi-
cient and use digital technology to limit their energy consumption. 

All information regarding a product (climate footprint, reparability, durability, etc.) is available 
and fully transparent and traceable for consumers. That compels retailers to expect suppliers 
to ensure products and services that are 100% sustainable. Omni-channel paves the way for 
new opportunities and high levels of utility for sustainable retail. 

Payment methods for small retail shops have changed: integrated use of digital payment sys-
tems, such as cryptocurrencies, has become mainstream. Half of the stores are cashless & 
cashier-less due to consumers’ preferences. Prices are automatically adapted, using algo-
rithms and consumers receive targeted/individualised prices. 

2.5.3. Consumption 

Consumers’ attitudes, preferences and behaviours are aligned with a sustainable way of life. 
People are environmentally concerned, and consumers prefer buying local and sustainable 
products. Major global organizations have played a significant role in how consumers perceive 
the whole consumption process. Consumer education is important not only for sustainable 
issues but also for the proper use of digital use, the internet, the IoT and other tools. 

Consumers of 2040 have more power of choice and require personalised products to fulfil their 
needs. High digitalisation and access to data make possible highly personalised items, prod-
ucts and services. Such is the case for personalized food products combining nutrients re-
quirement, sensory preferences, lifestyles, and eating habits, concerning culture, religions, etc. 

https://bit.ly/3IAFwZn
https://bit.ly/3pJoOhz
https://bit.ly/3lUlpvw
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The preoccupation with health brings new products and services supporting a healthy lifestyle 
and organic and fortified foods are mainstream. All these aspects combine into a more healthy 
and sustainable diet. 

Consumers expect full transparency and full information to be fully aware of their products and 
their production processes. Digital tools make information meaningful to consumers to prevent 
information overload. Thus, purchasing sustainable products is an easy and informed process. 

Environmentally friendly consciousness determines consumers’ choices. Consumers are in 
the driver’s seat and their demands and trends are all defining. Animal welfare and preventing 
deforestation are decisive for consumers for making a purchase decision. All products retailers 
sell must be sustainable because consumers are highly sensitive to the sustainable standards 
of what they buy. Retailers themselves are expected to be 100% circular in terms of their op-
erations (i.e., limited and sustainable packaging) and their supply chain. The price of sustain-
able products is affordable for everyone, and market competition is steered by the level of 
sustainability. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, at least 20% of consumers with above average dis-
cretionary income will practice a form of frugality/anti-consumerism (e.g., reduced shopping 
budgets over longer periods of time, months with no fashion purchases etc.).2040, in the EU, 
at least 20% of all consumer purchases will be made through voice commerce (enabled by 
voice-bots). 

Results: somewhat likely (average score 3.19 of 193 respondents)  

Supporting arguments:  

• This section of society will practice new forms of anti-consumerist consumerism, but 
not frugality per se. 

• Millennials and gen Zers hold a buying power of EUR 39.16 billion (USD 44 billion), but 
they’re actually buying less as a manifest to excess consumer culture amidst product 
fatigue and environmental concerns. Source: https://bit.ly/3pP7eIWSource: 
https://bit.ly/3pP7eIW 

• Excessive consumption drowns out sustainable values, making people more prone to 
waste. Source: https://bit.ly/3lU86enhttps://bit.ly/3lU86en 

Box 9. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 44 “Environmentally friendly consciousness will influence 
consumers’ choices”. 

Recycling, renting, sharing, second-hand, repairing, and repurposing are some of the key-
words of the circular economy and play a key part in waste reduction. New fully sustainable 
models are not based on owning / buying products but on sharing, recycling, and exchanging 
products through online channels. Retailers offer attractive repair services, and therefore, con-
sumers are more inclined to repair than to buy a new product thus extending its lifespan. 3D 
printing technologies and digital apps have also an important role in these schemes. 

2.5.4. Wholesale and logistics 

Like for the rest of the actors, AI and IoT are a substantial part of the wholesale, warehousing, 
and logistics industries. Warehouses are almost fully automated by using in-store robots. Op-
timal algorithms, data sharing, data analytics, AI, and automation help everything to be 100% 
circular, traceable, and compliant and to maximise business operations (delivery, stocking, 
forecasting etc.). Predictive models of consumption based on digitalisation (e.g., remote ac-
cess to in-vehicle technical data to identify in advance needed replacement parts) allow for 
adapting stocks in real-time and reducing emission and surface footprints. 

https://bit.ly/3pP7eIW
https://bit.ly/3lU86enhttps:/bit.ly/3lU86en
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Transportation and delivery are sustainable and green due to sourcing close to the place of 
sale and an innovative fleet. The trend toward zero-emission vehicles in urban area delivery 
continues to grow, as well as the importance of local products. The ecological footprint of home 
delivery is more important than the speed of service and last-mile delivery is done via auto-
mated/unmanned operations managed by local platforms. Deliveries have a sustainable fre-
quency and are sustainably delivered (in sustainable packaging (size and material-wise), and 
with sustainable delivery methods (i.e., deliverers share delivery hubs). 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, more than 50% of heavy goods vehicles (above 3.5 
tones) will be zero-emission. 

Results: Likely (average score 3.75 of 72 respondents)  

Supporting arguments:  

• EU’s commitment to net zero greenhouse gas emissions by 2050 must bring emissions 
from inland freight transport down close to zero. Source: https://bit.ly/3ICDuYtSource: 
https://bit.ly/3ICDuYt 

• It is necessary to take into account the increase in emissions from the production of 
hydrogen engines, electric vehicles, hybrids and their components (batteries, etc.). 

• EU new tolling system will offer at least 50% discounts on road tolls for emissions-free 
trucks. Source: https://bit.ly/3pGu7hQSource: https://bit.ly/3pGu7hQ 

Box 10. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 22 “The trend toward zero-emission vehicles in urban 
area delivery will grow”. 

Packaging is environmentally friendly and fully automated. Packaging processes are adapted 
to individual products to reduce waste and all materials become sources for new products or 
services. Operations and even buildings are fully circular, while reverse logistics is significant 
in the circular economy model. 

2.5.5. E-commerce 

E-commerce is integrated into the holistic buying experience. Again, omnichannel blurs the 
lines between retailing, digital retailing and e-commerce. In 2040, companies have a strong 
presence in the IoT environment and integrate all their platforms in one system online and 
offline in favour of a lower CO2 footprint. Websites are highly sophisticated, facilitating online 
purchasing (e.g., “Click-and-collect” services) and the online market is dominated by direct-
selling manufacturers who can sell at the lowest cost by integrating with retail and wholesale 
businesses. Buying online benefits from AI and VR tools; e-commerce is about metaverse, live 
commerce, and 3D experiences of products and services. 

Hypothesis tested: In 2040, in the EU, sales initiated through live-streaming will account for 
at least 20% of all e-commerce. 

Results: Somewhat likely (average score 3.45 of 105 respondents)  

Supporting arguments:  

• Millennials are the largest group of consumers of live content. 63% of people ages 18-
34 are watching live-streaming content regularly. Source: 
https://bit.ly/3dCuqESSource: https://bit.ly/3dCuqES  

• According to Social Media Examiner, more than 35% of marketers use live video as 
part of their social media strategy. Source: https://bit.ly/3lUptvMSource: 
https://bit.ly/3lUptvM 

https://bit.ly/3ICDuYt
https://bit.ly/3pGu7hQ
https://bit.ly/3dCuqES
https://bit.ly/3lUptvM


26 

• Consumers like to do most of their shopping quickly. Live streaming is inherently limited 
as a shopping channel by the engagement required. 

Box 11. Delphi outcomes related to the factor of change no. 33 “Buy online will benefit from Artificial Intelligence 
(AI) and Virtual Reality (VR) tools”. 

Online channels sustain reselling markets because merchants (e-commerce or physical) have 
a dynamic relationship with consumers through digital communication on product mainte-
nance and tips to expand lifespan throughout the products' life (e.g., reminders and information 
on washing machine maintenance), opening new possibilities for circular business models. 
New technologies and services considerably reduce the return of products (e.g., more detailed 
and personalised recommendations, nudging consumers in avoiding returns...) and personal-
isation and sustainability entail mutual reinforcement. 

Groceries are increasingly bought online, and alternative platforms have emerged offering 
products from local stores and producers. The translation of the consumer virtual designs and 
nutritional needs into real consumable meals is conducted through an extensive elucidation of 
the human-food interaction and the psychological-driven consumption behaviour, which is per-
formed using the integration of AR and 3D food printing. 

2.5.6. Ecosystem interactions 

The main characteristic is that circular economy principles are applied to the overall production 
processes, where due diligence obligations require all sectors to work together. For instance, 
retailers, suppliers, and consumers all exchange energy depending on who has it in surplus 
and digital tools facilitate this. There are new standards for sustainable value chain manage-
ment in the form of policy regulation, which translates into several changes in the upstream 
and downstream value chains: the trend toward disintermediation (no "middlemen" between 
suppliers and companies). 

Consumers have higher expectations from food producers and producers of raw materials 
(mining) to ensure sustainable and ethical end products. Repairing products is easier, more 
affordable and safer due to open repair services markets (for example, most shops offer repair 
services, info on spare parts, and repair manuals available). 

More direct interactions between the producer and the consumer mean that direct-to-consumer 
brands must diversify their product lines. Accordingly, a fusion of physical and digital stores 
offers a more interactive customer experience. Furthermore, retailers have stronger connec-
tions with manufacturers to ensure a more sustainable offer; data provided by retailers help 
manufacturers create more tailor-made products. 

2.5.7. Threats and opportunities  

Threats 

• By 2040 the retail ecosystem could be not fully sustainable. It is highly digitalised, but 
at the same time, the overall effect of the exponential ecommerce growth, despite the 
presence of circular economy approaches, may lead to negative environmental im-
pacts, e.g., congestion in urban areas.  

• The lack of offline stores cuts into the communities' budgets and leads to impoverished 
towns. 

• The retail market could be less diverse because certain products are sold mostly/only 
online. 

• Unless brain-machine interfaces and emotion recognition technologies are regulated 
regarding consumer privacy, they could be prohibited. 
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• A highly digital environment and the wide availability of data make the retail sector even 
more competitive and may lead to further erosion of profit margins and even the closing 
of several stores. 

• The big challenge is to educate properly to change consumers’ attitudes, preferences 
and behaviours, but the big-tech companies are those that can effectively impact con-
sumer attitudes and preferences. 

• Consumers providing a high degree of personal data which is used for marketing and 
recall purposes, could lead to “Big Brother” scenarios. 

• The e-commerce boom could require more warehouse space and cause additional en-
vironmental concerns. 

• Geopolitical conflicts might lead to workforce shortages and physical barriers (not being 
able to cross borders). 

• Incapacity to absorb the potential volume of low-skilled staff and offer training. Not all 
skills are adaptable to the needs of a digitalized world. Social security budgets increase 
and so do taxes.  

• Competition rules are sustainability-oriented as e-commerce grows worldwide and dif-
ferent production patterns are presented as competitive advantages (e.g., southern vs 
northern hemisphere criteria) 

• Short-term higher costs due to investment, which may cause higher prices 

• Big tech companies continue to take over small companies in the market 

• Overconsumption and impulse buying via social media and in the metaverse 

Opportunities 

• The potential of the human-food interaction can be exploited, and many other and ex-

tended opportunities are possible. 

• Increased use of digital channels makes brick & mortar stores as such no longer prof-

itable so they must create new business models/thinking/services expanded to include 

digital services and experiences. 

• Technologies based on customer emotions are very profitable because enhanced 

knowledge allows retailers to be able to adapt their offers accordingly. 

• Whole new areas of science emerge to translate emotions into sales and new algo-

rithms are created to react immediately to customers' needs. 

• Some jobs disappear due to automation, but at the same new jobs are created and 

new skills become necessary e.g., data engineers, developers, etc. 

• More warehouses than shops, which may give more flexibility as regards the adoption 

of green solutions. 

• Growth of the repair market. 

• If there is a reduction in physical retail premises this also provides an opportunity to 

imagine how town and city centre spaces can be used. 

• Digitalization could mean integration and not substitution of offline stores. 

• All stores become phygital - not a disappearance of physical shops. 

• Retailtainment opportunities at a lower cost than in the physical world in a digital envi-

ronment and the metaverse. 

• New income and revenue sources (e.g., digital & personalized products). 

• Seamless integration of digital and green solutions. Digital solutions guide you to the 

most sustainable choice. 

• Circular re-use of natural resources thanks to the transparent product supply chain - 

use of data passports/blockchain even after selling to consumers. 
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2.5.8. Policy implications 

• Market regulation. Ensure a diversified set of market players, is there any future for small 

“brick and mortar shops”? How to control the growth of big players (big online and tech 

companies) 

• Data protection legislation. Ensure data protection and privacy issues in light of a grow-

ing willingness to share data among consumers 

• Environmental protection. Relieve the environmental concerns due to the exponential 

growth of e-commerce, e.g., need for warehouse space, urban congestion) 

• The regulation does not fuel innovation, investment does. So, regulation should foster 

investment and not overregulate digital and green. 

• Need to ensure accessibility to products for less digital consumers 

• Adapt tax law to business models and social security systems to a changing labour mar-

ket 
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3. VISIONS AND ROADMAPS 

3.1. Introduction 

A desirable vision for the European retail and wholesale ecosystem by 2040 was developed 
to give orientation to policymakers and other decision takers. This vision is for maintaining a 
sustainable retail sector in the economic, ecological and social sense that reflects the EU policy 
priorities on digitalisation and the Green Deal. The visioning process was built on the devel-
oped scenarios with a participatory approach, integrating relevant stakeholders and their per-
spectives in online workshops. The roadmaps were developed in selected retail sectors (food 
and non-food) to identify key future developments and stakeholder actions necessary to reach 
the vision by 2040. The objectives consisted of: 

• Building a vision and pathways for the European retail ecosystem on how to 
achieve a sustainable retail sector reflecting EU policy priorities on digitalization 
and the Green Deal 

• Building on the developed scenarios and Delphi results with a participatory approach 

• Integrating relevant stakeholders 

• Implementing an online workshop 

• Developing a vision and roadmaps for selected retail sectors (food and non-food) 

• Identifying and assessing relevant gaps and turning points (that indicate high potential 
for adapted policy response) 

The specific participatory approaches implemented to reach the objectives comprised a focus 
group on visioning and a focus group on roadmapping. Participants included representatives 
from the EC and selected stakeholders and experts from different stakeholder communities 
(business associations including SMEs, consumer associations, representatives from the 
realm of science and technology, society, and law, as well as stakeholders from different mem-
ber states) with different backgrounds (e.g., age, gender, disciplines, etc.). 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 2. Methodological approach for visioning and roadmapping. 

Building on the analysis and deconstruction of the four exploratory scenarios helped to identify 
relevant comparative categories and to extract positive elements and aspects as a basis for 
the focus group on visioning. 
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In the first focus group, participants assessed and discussed the most preferable elements 
from the scenarios and used them to build a positive future vision for the EU retail ecosystem 
of 2040 in concerted activity under the guidance of the Task 4 project team. Furthermore, the 
analysis of the scenarios also supported the identification and assessment of gaps and turning 
points, that indicate a high potential for adaptations of policy responses to achieve the ultimate 
vision and to prepare the ground for the subsequent focus group on roadmapping.  

In the second focus group, participants had the task to explore the vision and set the goals for 
the mid-term (2030) and longer term (2040). Subsequently, the participants discussed how to 
overcome the gap between today and the envisioned future horizon of 2040. This was done 
by identifying milestones that need to be reached on the path to achieving the ultimate vision. 
Likewise, the participants identified barriers that need to be overcome to achieve the vision. 
The participants agreed on specific points of the time scale when the respective milestone is 
to be reached or this barrier is to be overcome. 

3.2. Vision 

3.2.1. Introduction  

Visioning is the first step in creating a powerful strategy to achieve a desirable future or a 
particular purpose. In a visioning process, stakeholders are brought together to discuss rele-
vant milestones and barriers of a future pathway to achieve a certain vision. Thus, visioning is 
a participatory tool for developing a shared vision of the future. 

A vision is not a scenario, but rather a desirable picture of the future (normative perspective). 
A vision does not have to be 100% realistic but it is supposed to lead to actions/policies in this 
direction.  

The vision is supposed to draw a positive image of the future and will encompass the scope of 
the ecosystem, and the structure of the main actors in terms of e.g., the size of companies and 
their business models, their economic performance as well as aspects of their resilience. 

In the first step, the preliminary results of the scenario analysis i.e., positive and preferable 
elements of the scenarios, were presented. Then, participants of the focus group discussed 
and assessed the most preferable elements and in the next step clustered the results along 
emerging and suitable themes, such as workforce, the role of SMEs, education, etc. (see Feh-
ler! Verweisquelle konnte nicht gefunden werden.). The clusters were complemented with 
additional topics by the participants during the online meeting. 

 

Figure 3. Key vision elements clustered along emerging themes. 

Through clustering the vision elements around emerging themes, the vision became visible. 
Subsequently, the group of participants discussed these intermediate results and gave further 
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inputs to enrich the vision. The inputs were integrated into the final vision by the task team and 
formed the basis for the roadmapping exercise in the focus group meeting that took place two 
days later. The focus group meeting ended with the sense-making for a draft vision for the 
retail and wholesale sector in 2040 (Figure 4).  

 

Figure 4: A draft vision for the European retail ecosystem 2040. 

After the focus group meeting on visioning, the project team drafted the description of the 
vision, which was subsequently refined and agreed upon in the second focus group meeting 
on roadmapping. 

3.2.2. Vision for the retail and wholesale ecosystem 2040 

During the focus group meeting, the discussion with the participants helped to focus on eight 
topics that in their ideal and most positive constitution would form the vision of the retail and 
wholesale ecosystem in 2040 (Box 12). 

VISION FOR THE RETAIL & WHOLESALE ECOSYSTEM 2040 

1. The future of retail will be customer oriented and acknowledge the value orientation 
and diversity of the clients. 

 
2. New business models emerge, offering integrated omnichannel solutions for cus-

tomer journey management, mobile, social, web personalization, advertising, content 
handling, and analytics. 
 

3. The diversity of shops and the combination of online marketplaces with brick-and-
mortar stores is a prerequisite for the 15-minute city and the revival of city centres of-
fering sustainable, local and regional sourced products. 

 
4. Retail business models go way beyond just selling products. The sector increasingly 

moves towards integrating services around customer-business relations and person-
alized offers, e.g., maintenance models. The turn toward digitalization and the green 
economy affects the entire value chain, from food production to services and recy-
cling. 
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5. The retail ecosystem offers low entry barriers and a multitude of options for innova-
tions and business models in all sector-related aspects, giving especially SMEs op-
portunities to meet ever-changing customer demand, comprising the whole range 
from individualization to mainstream, analogue to digital.  

 

6. Efficient connectivity allows for the total integration of all up- and downstream players 
along the value chain and ensures the portability of data and easy change of plat-
forms for retailers. Fair representation at the European level for all sizes of busi-
nesses is a priority for retail associations and policymakers. 

 

7. Customer preference for repairing, reselling and recycling is reflected in the take-off 
of the circular economy, yielding platforms that integrate digital options and channels 
within the holistic buying experience. 

 

8. This is possible through the trustful and responsible use of the personal data of cus-
tomers for personalization based on 100% transparency. Customers can choose to 
shop anonymously with the support of modern technologies or make use of tracking 
applications. 

Box 12. The desirable vision for the EU retail ecosystem by 2040.  

3.3. Roadmaps 

3.3.1. Introduction 

The goal was to develop roadmaps that summarise plausible and desirable directions of fu-
ture development and give an overview of acute and future needs for action and how to reach 
the vision from a grocery retail perspective and a non-grocery retail perspective. Central ques-
tions in a roadmapping process are: Where are we now? And where do we ideally want to be 
in the future? 

A roadmapping exercise aims at identifying milestones and barriers on the pathway toward a 
future vision. Milestones indicate necessary and significant events that will have to happen to 
achieve a certain vision. At the same level, barriers indicate hurdles to be overcome on the 
way to a certain future vision. Taken together and related to specific points in time along a 
timeline into the future, the milestones and barriers form a roadmap. The results of a 
roadmapping exercise are therefore written and visualised statements on milestones and bar-
riers towards a certain vision related to specific points in time. This roadmapping procedure 
was conducted for two sectors, namely food and non-food, in parallel groups.  

3.3.2. Grocery retail and wholesale roadmap 

One milestone in the grocery retail and wholesale roadmap that could already be reached by 
2025 is to achieve a better understanding of the functioning of the grocery supply chain 
and market with policymakers. The background is that the grocery supply chain is very com-
plex and involves the agriculture sector which has a supply of its own, for example. But that is 
also part of the grocery sector, including packaging, wholesale, logistics, many regulations and 
liabilities, take-back systems, etc. The responsibility for a deeper understanding lies with the 
wholesale and retail sector and its associations as well as with the policymakers working on 
the respective agendas. Policymakers who fully understand the supply chain would also be 
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better inclined to support the diversity of the wholesale and retail sector, which is crucial for its 
survival, for the entire retail ecosystem and of course for the customer. Maintaining diversity 
means also keeping the entry barrier for SMEs low and thus allowing for permanent renewal 
and innovation. 

Another major milestone is to reach sustainability in the grocery sector, and this also in-
cludes the supply chain from agricultural production to packaging to transport logistics and 
waste management. The sustainability milestone needs to be achieved offline as well as for 
online retail. EU policy needs to implement more green rules on the responsible actors, but 
consumers also need to be informed better and receive some “training” on how green and 
sustainable online and offline purchases work.… It also includes putting a stop to overpackag-
ing as well as zero emissions along the supply chain (comprising production, delivery, retail, 
recycling, etc). To avoid overpackaging and especially plastic waste, new approaches need to 
be introduced at the store level such as “bring your own container “. This applies to the retail 
as well as to the wholesale sector and puts some responsibility on the customer. A quicker 
implication would be reached by a respective change in EU laws and incentives from national 
governments, e.g., to lower tax rates for such businesses. An additional aspect in this context 
is to regulate the so-called on-the-go consumption, which is a challenge, especially for city 
centres, regarding waste. But also, the delivery sub-sector needs to undertake efforts to reduce 
packaging waste. 

A major barrier to be overcome would be to focus not only on the retail and wholesale sector 
but to establish the zero-emission rule for all actors of the ecosystem. This requires large 
investments for the green transition of operation (e.g., sustainable energy) as well as new 
technologies and innovation to support ecosystem operators in the green transition. Therefore, 
this sustainability approach would also require a system for repairing and recycling, for waste 
management for all operators including consumers (2nd hand purchase for some products, 
etc.). 

One important aspect that is a prerequisite for sustainability and another milestone in the 
roadmap is fair behaviour across all actors of the supply chain and a level playing field. 
Unfair behaviours bring a lot of supply chain disruption and eco inefficiencies. A level playing 
field is needed between different types of retailers and EU and external operators. The EU-
wide rule would have to make sure that equal access and fairness are implemented for each 
type of operator. In the end, this would also benefit the consumer. In this respect, the chal-
lenges posed by so-called dark stores or similar phenomena need to be scrutinized. It seems 
recommendable to revisit and expand relevant legislation to support fair market conditions and 
fair behaviours across all actors of the supply chains and retail ecosystem. 

In terms of consumer protection, a crucial milestone is harmonised, transparent (partly digital) 
labelling to inform the customers not only of the origin and logistics of a product but also how 
it can be recycled, reused, repaired and what the ecological impact of a product’s life cycle is. 

Another milestone in the grocery roadmap is to achieve full employment in the sector and 
along the supply chain. It would require education and training, in some areas regularly. Train-
ing institutes might emerge. Operators could offer in-house training for their staff. 

Finally, a fully functioning internal market or single market is an important milestone to reach-
ing the vision. Retailers and wholesalers call for no territorial supply constraints and no “gold 
plating” as well as no obligatory origin labelling. This would call for action on the side of the 
policymakers as well as the suppliers. The legislation would need to be harmonized across the 
EU. 

A barrier to be overcome (ideally already by 2025) would be unequal rules to equivalent trans-
actions with third parties, placing them at a competitive disadvantage. 
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Figure 5: Infographic of the grocery retail and wholesale roadmap 

 

3.3.3. Non-grocery retail and wholesale roadmap 

The non-grocery retail and wholesale roadmap includes several milestones without a specific 
date for the fulfilment, implicating their continuing relevance. E.g., the expanding role of 
wholesale and retail in the fields of repair, reuse, and recycling (e.g., as sellers of second-
ary raw materials or resource harvesters through urban mining), as well as the central aspect 
of access to the right digital infrastructure, which has a significant impact on the level of 
expected costs and investments, especially for brick-and-mortar stores (for example costs and 
investments of tools to provide and use AR, VR). Another more generic milestone concerns 
transparency for consumers, regarding information, supply chain transparency, and aspects 
of nudging. Relevant questions related to transparency are “Who has access to the information 
and how does it get to the consumer? How is the information presented? How visible is the 
information?” 

A more specific milestone without a specific target horizon concerns the flexibility of small-
scale manufacturing: here the motto for local wholesalers and retailers is “enabling local and 
circularity”, while bearing in mind the differences between urban/rural, as well as between 
wholesale/retail. This has a value added especially for local consumers, but could be hindered, 
in particular in the non-grocery sector, by large retailers or platforms which have the ca-
pacity to dominate this segment in their dual role as manufacturers and retailers.  

The updated eco-design directive depicts a milestone that could already contribute to the 
vision beginning in 2022 by making products more sustainable already at the design stage, 
also including aspects of reuse and circularity. These provisions could be extended to a wider 
range of products, which would affect retailers, as they are the ones e.g., taking back the used 
products. The dependency of retail on other sectors, in particular producers, becomes obvious. 
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A milestone to be reached by 2040 is a fully-fledged single market for the circular econ-
omy. This could be reached collaboratively by the EU Member States by harmonising the 
fragmented landscape of diverging regulations. 

Three further milestones address the already established sustainability, digital and talent 
targets of the food and non-food sector, which should be reached by 2030. These targets 
include foremost quantitative objectives, such as the reduction of greenhouse gas emissions 
by 70-90%2,%, 30% e-commerce penetration in Europe3, or 20-30% more investment in train-
ing4. The actors related to the achievement of these targets include retail, wholesale, policy-
makers, consumers, those involved in the supply chain, financial institutions, service providers, 
entrepreneurs, and education providers. The milestones are expected to equally affect all ac-
tors. The list of proposed activities to reach these targets is long and ranges from a shift in 
mindset over access to finance and resources to investing in R&D and data transparency, and 
many more. 

A major barrier on the way to achieving the vision is seen in the fragmented market for the 
circular economy, due to national rules and diverging implementation on the MS level. For 
example, waste might be a raw material in one MS and simply waste in another. MS are strong 
actors in this regard, but regarding the timeline, it is expected that this barrier will only be 
overcome until 2030 (a proposal for ground law might be presented in 2025, but then a long 
legislation process could be following). 

Two further barriers that are already visible today but might reach a peak at some point in 
time in the future, are the lack of raw materials and vulnerability caused by increased 
globalisation. The lack of raw materials, e.g., for batteries, does not directly affect retailers 
but manufacturers, but it still means that production becomes more cost-intensive. The high-
lighted vulnerability caused by globalisation is above all a supply chain issue, especially for the 
non-food sector, where most of the non-food products are not produced in Europe. Enabling 
trade across global regions and avoiding crisis, as well as avoiding dependency on the EU 
retail sector might help to overcome this perceived barrier. 

A barrier envisioned for 2035 lies in the expected lower future incomes, which will particu-
larly affect the next generation. Here the need for second-hand markets and circularity seems 
to be inevitable. 

Further barriers perceived on the way to the 2040 vision without a particular time horizon are 
access to finance and access to the necessary digital services. 

 

2  https://ec.europa.eu/info/energy-climate-change-environment/overall-targets-and-reporting/2030-targets_en 
3  https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/europes-digital-decade-digital-

targets-2030_en 

4  https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223   

https://ec.europa.eu/info/energy-climate-change-environment/overall-targets-and-reporting/2030-targets_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/europes-digital-decade-digital-targets-2030_en
https://ec.europa.eu/info/strategy/priorities-2019-2024/europe-fit-digital-age/europes-digital-decade-digital-targets-2030_en
https://ec.europa.eu/social/main.jsp?catId=1223
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Figure 6: Infographic of the non-grocery retail and wholesale roadmap 
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