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How Store Operations 
Changed Due to COVID-19

and What’s In-Store for 2021
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“In the future, 2020 will be seen as a major inflection point for retail,” the New York Times 
declared in late November. 

No kidding.

Because of COVID-19, many initiatives—from curbside pickup to e-commerce—have been 
accelerated. That’s put a lot of pressure on store teams, who have gone from completing 
daily tasks and helping customers to fulfilling online orders and frequently sanitizing stores 
(and during a global pandemic, no less).

But if the past few months have shown us anything, it’s that retail teams are resilient, even 
in the face of disaster.

As part of Foko Retail’s look back at the past year, we’re counting down the store 
operations trends that emerged during the pandemic, as well as our predictions for what’s 
in store next year.
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How Store Operations Have 
Changed Due to the COVID-19 
Pandemic
The trends that transpired in 2020 and how store teams have adapted to them

As COVID-19 case numbers began increasing worldwide, many retailers were forced 
to close their doors for extended (and often intermittent) periods. With limited options 
available, curbside pickup became a lifeline for many businesses struggling to stay 
afloat.

Prior to the pandemic, curbside pickup and buy online, pickup in store (BOPIS) 
services were somewhat rare in retail. But with customer and employee health and 
safety being a priority, contactless curbside pickup became one of retail’s safest and 
most efficient fulfillment models, allowing customers to collect their orders without 
stepping foot inside a store.

Curbside Pickup
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Since then, major retailers like Walmart and Target have seen massive growth (with 
Target reporting a 700% increase in curbside pickup sales year-over-year during its 
second-quarter earnings call in August) and businesses like Best Buy, Dick’s Sporting 
Goods, Bed Bath & Beyond, and others plan to roll out the service to more stores 
soon.

“My feeling is that once this crisis is more under control, people will have seen the 
benefits of that service and will likely continue to use it,” Walmart CEO Doug McMillon 
previously told Business Insider. “It will become part of the ‘new normal.’”

Providing a safe and clean environment has long been an operational requirement in 
retail. But the fear of COVID-19 transmission has caused retailers to rethink how they 
protect their people and those inside their stores.

Since the beginning of the outbreak, increased sanitization schedules and strict 
adherence to public health and safety measures have become permanent additions 
to standard operating procedures. Some retailers have taken even further steps, 
providing customers with PPE (like face coverings and gloves) and enhanced 
sanitization stations at store entrances to reduce the likelihood of COVID-19 
transmission occurring in-store.

Increased Sanitization and Health Measures
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“Circle K has always made it a priority to provide our customers with a clean and 
friendly experience when they enter a store,” CEO Brian Hannasch recently told 
Business Insider. “I imagine we will keep our sanitizing stations in-store, gloves at fuel 
pumps, and clear barriers at the cash register as part of our standard operational 
practices [moving forward].”

Early on in the pandemic, social distancing measures caused customers to become 
even more aware of the space around them in stores. And as anyone who got stuck in 
line buying groceries in late-March can attest, staying six-feet apart from customers 
isn’t always easy to do when aisles are narrow and popular products force people to 
congregate at similar areas around stores.

That’s why, despite an initial dip in sales, retailers with higher square footage were 
initially best set up for success.

“It starts with getting into the building,” Richard Galanti, EVP and CFO of Costco, 
recently told Winsight Grocery Business. “You feel a little safer when it’s a 12-foot 
aisle and a 24-foot ceiling than when it’s an 8-foot aisle and 16-foot ceiling.”

But as the pandemic has evolved, so have store designs and layouts, with many 
retailers—like teen-oriented discount chain Five Below—spacing out items and aisles 
to allow for social distancing in-store. 

More Physical Space
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Dedicated Shopping Times and Virtual Concierge Services
Since the start of the pandemic, many essential retailers—like grocery stores 
and pharmacies—have offered dedicated shopping times to elderly and 
immunocompromised customers to reduce store traffic and keep everyone safe.

But with areas repeatedly going in and out of lockdowns and safety being a priority, 
dedicated shopping hours, appointments, and virtual concierge services have 
become essential to many businesses.

Athletic apparel company Lululemon, department store Saks Fifth Avenue, and others 
have begun offering virtual shopping appointments to customers over Zoom, where 
stylists and associates provide product advice, information, and suggestions. (Since 
store hours have been cut around the U.S., Saks also offers private, socially distanced 
shopping visits by appointment). And retailers, like grocery store chain Marks & 
Spencer, have taken a page from popular theme parks and now let customers book a 
time slot in-store, allowing them to skip the queue.
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A Renewed Focus on Frontline Workers

Retail’s frontline are the unsung heroes of the COVID-19 pandemic. Without them, 
millions of people around the world wouldn’t have access to food, pharmaceutical 
products, and goods to get us through the day.

Although not everyone’s been as profitable this year, many retailers are paying their 
good fortunes forward, providing employees with bonuses and wage increases for all 
their hard work.

Dollar General recently announced they were adding $50 million to its fourth-
quarter bonuses, bringing the retailer’s total “appreciation pay” to $173 million this 
year. Thanks to consistently high sales, Home Depot says it’s investing $1 billion 
annually into employee wages moving forward. And Canadian grocery chain Sobey’s 
is bringing back pay premiums (or “hero pay”) for staff in areas where COVID-19 
lockdowns are still in effect. And that’s just scratching the surface.
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Key Takeaways
• Curbside Pickup is Here to Stay—Make contactless pickup part of your store 

operations to prevent further sales disruptions

• Put Health and Safety First—Provide PPE and sanitization stations to increase 
employee, customer, and brand confidence

• Space Things Out—Rearrange stores and products, so customers can move around 
and socially distance more easily

• Offer More Ways (and Times) to Shop—Allow customers to book appointments, store 
visits, or virtual sessions to reduce traffic in-store

• Show Appreciation—Provide staff with financial incentives to express gratitude and 
reduce turnover during this difficult time

Trend Report: What’s In-Store 
for 2021
Predictions on the changing state of store operations and how retailers can get 
ahead of the curve

As COVID-19 case numbers began increasing worldwide, many retailers were forced 
to close their doors for extended (and often intermittent) periods. With limited options 
available, curbside pickup became a lifeline for many businesses struggling to stay 
afloat.

Prior to the pandemic, curbside pickup and buy online, pickup in store (BOPIS) 
services were somewhat rare in retail. But with customer and employee health and 
safety being a priority, contactless curbside pickup became one of retail’s safest and 
most efficient fulfillment models, allowing customers to collect their orders without 
stepping foot inside a store.

Micro-Fulfillment Gets Big
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Small-Format Stores Take Center Stage

Bigger isn’t always better.

In recent years, retailers have experimented with small-format stores to reduce 
overhead costs. Now, retailers like Target are reporting over $1 billion in annual sales 
from small-format stores, and find they perform better per square foot on average 
than their more sizable counterparts.

Cheaper to build and easier to operate, small-format stores can be a boon for 
retailers looking to ease the stress of store operations teams and cut down on 
ongoing expenses that are no longer beneficial (like rarely used communal spaces, a 
no-go during the pandemic, or back rooms with high levels of inventory).

In addition to putting a stranglehold on supply chains, the COVID-19 pandemic has 
forced retailers to rethink their product offerings, with many customers moving online 
for more personalized, hard-to-find items.

Less Becomes More
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Contactless Payment Breaks Through

Companies like Coach, Kohl’s, and Bed Bath & Beyond have already begun reducing 
their product assortment in-store, with plans to only sell the most popular items to 
customers moving forward.

Retailers should follow in their footsteps and, as Columbia Business School professor 
Sheena Iyenga recently told the Wall Street Journal, go narrow and deep with their 
product selection, only offering products that consistently lead to sales.

Before the pandemic, cashierless tech—like Walmart’s Scan & Go program—wasn’t a 
hit with customers. (The company suspended the project in 2018 after low customer 
participation and feedback).

But since then, there’s been a renewed interest in self-checkout systems, with 
customers and employees alike looking to reduce contact in-store with one another. 
Additionally, retailers are giving employees handheld devices to help customers get 
through checkout faster.

By giving customers flexibility when it comes to checkout, retailers can reduce 
possible COVID-19 exposure and process transactions faster than before.
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Final Thoughts
According to research from McKinsey, customer habits that have developed throughout the 
pandemic—like social distancing, curbside pickup, and concern over health and safety—are 
expected to last long after stay-at-home orders are over.

Retailers who reconfigure their stores and reimagine how they operate will be in a better 
position to succeed over the long-term.

Need help putting your retail visions into action? Visit fokoretail.com to learn how our 
task management and communication software can help you connect with teams and 
get stuff done in-store.

http://fokoretail.com
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