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As the world begins to adapt to the pandemic that has swept 
over the globe in recent times, Mete Varas, Co-Founder 
of Shopi, an omni-channel retail cloud company helping 
brands to stay ahead of the competition has offered a  
two-part view on what retail may look like post Covid-19.
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I don’t know if the world needs another “how X will be changed 
after the Covid-19 pandemic” article. We are living days none of 
us have ever experienced before. This is a historic crisis as big as 
the Great Depression in the 1930s. Epidemiologists, experts and 

academics have been warning us for a long time of such a potential 
impending pandemic. Bill Gates had a blockbuster TED Talk back in 2015. 
The Johns Hopkins Center for Health Security in the US and Germany’s 
Robert Koch-Institute (RKI) created simulations years ago about what 
might happen if a new pandemic swept the earth. Asian countries, who 
learned their lessons from the recent SARS viruses, or used technology 
and excessive surveillance to be alerted, managed to control the virus in 
a much more organised way. Each country is having its own bell curve 
whilst Italy, Iran and the US are currently the epicentres of the pandemic 
in their respective continents. The authorities in many countries say that 
life will not be back to normal before June even though the aftermath 
might take as long as 18 months. But the question is what is normal? Even 
teens know the world will not be the same after this. So, what is going to 
be the new normal? Well, no one knows for sure.

TIME TRAVEL
One thing is certain. This crisis will be a major catalyst for change in 

so many ways. Consumers build new habits that will stay with them for 
a very long time. Technologies that were considered “nice to have” have 
become essentials.

Technologies that were commercialised and seen as curiosities 
15 years ago have made the jump from mere intellectual curiosities 
amongst the early adopters to mass-market acceptance. This quantum 
shift in adoption will have a tremendous impact on all our historic 
patterns of societal behaviour and interaction affecting everything 
from the concept of workspaces to retail consumption to getting a 
haircut. The coronavirus crisis will change business processes, consumer 
behaviour, and personal habits. The coverage and the velocity of the 
digital transformation will be X2 afterward.

We’ll see so many new online and hybrid services emerge of actions 
that were previously performed in person and face-to-face. We already 
see the acceleration of online/hybrid gym adoption like Peloton, and 
previously offline instructors have started online training sessions and 
tutors have moved their private courses online. We now have online 
karaoke at scale, and drive-in movie theatres are making a comeback.

The exogenous shock of coronavirus will accelerate the inevitable 
software industry consolidation of the Cambrian explosion of tech 
and SaaS start-ups by existing incumbents and new well-funded rollup 
initiatives.

To help us understand how retail will be affected as the crisis unfolds, 
I’d like to share my predictions below as someone who has been in 
the tech industry for more than 20 years and a co-founder of a retail 
technology company.

UNIFIED COMMERCE
The most profound and lasting effect of Covid-19 will be the accelerated 

change of the digital transformation of commerce. For the past 20 years, 
e-commerce started as a novelty and now has taken retailing by storm. 

Thanks to mobile phones, the digitally native generation, marketplaces, 
and changing customer behaviour, e-commerce has grown exponentially 
to reach around $3.4 trillion in 2019 (as reported by Digital Commerce 
360.) This represents only 16 per cent of the total retail sales (some 
countries are as low as five per cent) making brick-and-mortar stores 
still the mothership. Most retailers perceived digital transformation as 
a marketing or PR gimmick, investing technologies that did not solve 
their structural problems. Some failed to adapt to the new culture. Most 
retailers positioned e-commerce as just another store (n+1) working or 
as a company within the company with separate teams, strategies, and 
budgets (the Russian nesting dolls of commerce). Creating new silos and 
bad culture doesn’t seem to be the right thing to do.

The distinction between online and offline commerce in the eyes of 
consumers faded a long time ago, and they expect seamless integration 
and continuous ubiquitous service at every possible retail touchpoint.

I expect that retailers who want to stay in the competition will 
finally invest in unified cloud solutions, clienteling, product information 
management, smart order and inventory management software. In other 
words, brands want to have a complete inventory for all channels, be 
able to support all complex multi-channel scenarios, would like to turn 
every store into fulfilment centres, want to eliminate store queues by 
turning every sales associate into a cashier, want their sales associates 
to be able to serve their customers personally and intelligently, allow 
customers to do self-service shopping in-store or in full digital pop-up 
stores. Companies -like my company Shopi- that offer compact, modular 
and affordable end-to-end retail cloud solutions will be on the frontline.

SUPPLY CHAIN WILL BE  
CHANGED DRASTICALLY

Not only companies but even countries have been discussing how 
important it is to create alternatives for their supply sources, namely 
adding new routes other than China in the years to come. Sourcing 
is actually a small part of the problem. We could expect that the main 
transformation will be on the other parts of the manufacturing process, 
particularly on designing and planning. Especially in fashion retail, the 
current manufacturing system is broken. Similar to the magical shrinking 
pool math problems, the amount of wasted clothing that ends up in US 
landfills each year reached 26 billion pounds. I expect AI solutions for 
trend analysis and production will be regularly used which were once 
seen as “nice to have” by retailers. We will also see an increase in the 
adoption of 3D Design. Today we collect fabric, sew it and then decide 
if it’s what consumers would desire. With the 3D design, you can create 
a visual image digitally the same day to confirm or to make any changes 
to clothing. That, of course, goes hand to hand with 3D printers for 
physical products. They allow products to be printed and assembled 
close to the place of purchase. Short-term warehouse marketplaces 
(like the Airbnb of logistics) that suffered to scale fast previously will 
gain more traction and grow their business in this new period. The 
current state of robot utilisation is already well established and this 
trend will accelerate.

Part Two of this piece will be featured in the June issue of RLI.
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