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Transforming Retail Organizations to Address New Business Realities
Retailers face declining revenues as a 
result of the global pandemic and have 
been forced to make difficult decisions to 
endure economic uncertainty. Labor, being 
a major cost component, has been heavily 
impacted as retailers made swift decisions to 
contain the initial impact of COVID-19. These 
decisions—store closures, furloughs, salary 
and workforce reductions, and departmental 
shutdowns—have primarily been short term 
in nature.

Permanent solutions to COVID-19 remain 
murky in the near term, but one thing is clear: 
Retailers must transform their organizations 
fundamentally to support long-term survival. 
As post-COVID-19 trends emerge, retailers 
are realizing that past organization structures 
are no longer viable. And while government 
intervention or outside financing may buy 
retailers extra time to weigh their options, 
companies will need to take decisive action 
eventually to transform their organizations 
for a post-COVID-19 world.

COVID-19 Forces the Transformation 
of Retail Organizations

The COVID-19 epidemic changed everything in retail. 
How will stores reopen to serve shoppers?
Transformation must be comprehensive and address the 
changing needs of the consumer, business, and workforce.

As a result of COVID-19, my organization's 
workforce will be:

MORE REMOTE
THAN BEFORE

62%

SAME AS
BEFORE

32%

LESS REMOTE
THAN BEFORE

6%

Source: Upwork, 2020 Future Workforce Report (June 3, 2020), available at: 
https://www.slideshare.net/upwork/2020-future-workforce-report/1 

https://www.slideshare.net/upwork/2020-future-workforce-report/1 


CHALLENGES FOR RETAIL
COVID-19 has driven dramatic shifts in the retail business model virtually overnight, and these have 
implications on corporate overhead. Significantly lower revenues mean that previous organization 
structures, which were built to support higher levels of sales, are not sustainable. The negative sales 
impact has been accompanied by a mix shift from stores to ecommerce as more consumers shop from 
home, making the case that retailers—who were already overstored prior to the pandemic—will be better 
served with fewer stores in their portfolio. 

With accelerated ecommerce growth, the demand for traditional marketing methods will decline in 
favor of digital marketing, which faces a competitive hiring market. Realigning the company’s overhead 
structure to these shifts requires fundamental changes to the organization, and businesses must evaluate 
each function for its continued relevance in a post-COVID environment. Has the function’s role within the 
business grown or diminished? What size and resource allocation make sense across functions, in the 
short and long terms?

As new work-from-home routines emerge, retailers must find ways to support employee productivity. New 
processes may be required, particularly for functions that rely heavily on in-person collaboration. For instance, 
product development has historically been regimented, with deeply ingrained processes that are difficult to 
transform. Working from home also requires that retailers equip employees with the suite of tools they need to 
mimic resources available at the office. This means more than just video-conferencing solutions and includes 
anything from foundational items, such as remote desktop software and security tools, to virtual collaboration tools 
for file sharing, project management, brainstorming, and the like. Employees also may need to balance parenting 
and professional responsibilities at home, requiring flexible or altered work hours. 

Source: Corliss, Rebecca, “Are Companies Prepared to Work from Home? [New Report],” Owl Labs (March 12, 2020), available at: 
https://www.owllabs.com/blog/coronavirus-work-from-home-statistics

Has  
your 
company 
implemented 
a work  
from  
home 
protocol?
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As new work-from-home routines emerge, retailers must find 
ways to support employee productivity.

YES 
77%

NO 
23%

https://www.owllabs.com/blog/coronavirus-work-from-home-statistics


Health and safety concerns raise a host of organizational issues. Workers must choose between their 
health and working to get paid, and it is incumbent upon retailers to create a safe work environment 
for their employees. These considerations play into employee shift scheduling and work-environment 
spacing—and businesses must establish and ensure compliance to new safety standards. 

Source: Mayer, Kathryn, “HRE’s number of the day: concerns  
about returning to work,” Human Resource Executive  

(June 16, 2020), available at:
https://hrexecutive.com/hres-number-of-the- 

day-concerns-about-returning-to-work/

G
R

O
W

TH

EDUCATION

1,087%

REMOTE WORK

1,457%

GROCERY DELIVERY

322%

RIDE SHARE

46%

Increase in downloads of COVID-19-impacted apps in the United States between March 2 and March 16, 2020, by category
Coronavirus impact on US app downloads as of March 2020, by category

The need to socially distance 
has led to huge growth in the 
use of tools that allow people 
to connect remotely, especially 
for work. Remote work apps 
are being downloaded at a 
furious rate since the start 
of the COVID shutdown.

Source: www.Statista.com, survey conducted by Sensor Tower (March 2020), available at:  
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1108469/coronavirus-impact-app-downloads-by-category-usa/
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Increase in downloads of COVID-19-impacted apps in the United States 
between March 2 and March 16, 2020, by category
Coronavirus impact on US app downloads as of March 2020, by category

According to a recent Gallup poll,  
46 percent  of workers are concerned about 

being exposed to coronavirus at work.

https://hrexecutive.com/hres-number-of-the-day-concerns-about-returning-to-work/
https://hrexecutive.com/hres-number-of-the-day-concerns-about-returning-to-work/
https://www.statista.com/statistics/1108469/coronavirus-impact-app-downloads-by-category-usa/


The opinions expressed in this publication are those of the individual author(s) and do not represent the opinions of BRG or its other employees and affiliates. 
Information provided in the publication is not intended to and does not render legal, accounting, tax, or other professional advice or services, and no client 
relationship is established with BRG by making any information available in this publication, or from you transmitting an email or other message to us.  
None of the information contained herein should be used as a substitute for consultation with competent advisors.

About BRG
BRG is a global consulting firm that helps leading organizations advance in three key areas: disputes 
and investigations, corporate finance, and strategy and operations. Headquartered in California 
with offices around the world, we are an integrated group of experts, industry leaders, academics, 
data scientists, and professionals working beyond borders and disciplines. We harness our collective 
expertise to deliver the inspired insights and practical strategies our clients need to stay ahead of 
what’s next. Visit thinkbrg.com for more information. 

BRG’s Retail Performance Improvement team brings focus to companies to help operationalize 
strategy and accelerate revenue and margin while optimizing costs.
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POTENTIAL RETAILER ACTIONS
What can retailers do to transform their organization?

1. Evaluate business needs post-pandemic:

 - Identify changes in channel and product mix, number of stores/sites, fulfillment options, operational 
tasks, marketing plans, vendor relationships

 - Establish new health and safety requirements

2. Develop bottom-up structure that enables profitability against lower revenues:

 - Identify ways to simplify structure and speed up decision making

 - Increase spans of control and reduce layers within corporate and regional structures

 - Evaluate options for outsourcing

 - Align corporate incentive structures to post-COVID business performance

3. Transform current processes and workflows for a post-COVID environment:

 - Leverage new tools and routines to establish efficient processes 

 - Revise store processes and procedures, minimizing the need for corporate and regional oversight

 - Establish best practices for remote team coordination and management

 - Align performance management metrics to the remote workforce

 - Establish COVID-19 health and safety policies and procedures, and initiatives supporting employee 
morale and mental health

Dramatic declines in revenue and consumer spending demand that retailers manage costs proactively. Retailers 
must take thoughtful and decisive action to create a corporate structure that supports new business realities.
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