
 RETAIL PREPAREDNESS CHECKLIST

POSITIONING RETAILERS FOR 
SUCCESS IN THE FACE OF 
UNCERTAINTY AND CHANGE
Thinking about the future may be difficult while the present requires so much effort, but with the right approach, 
retailers can create a plan that positions them for the kind of flexibility and agility that drive customer loyalty as 
COVID-19 unfolds in the days, weeks, and months ahead.

Retailers are dealing with wild swings in their business. Locations are locked down. Customers are shifting their 
purchasing habits. Supply chains are disrupted. And worst of all, it’s not certain how the coming months will play 
out. Bracing for change while working to make the best of the current moment is stressful and all-consuming. 

Therefore, this checklist exists to help retailers focus on the elements that can have the biggest impact 
on business in the short term, while preparing for future changes. Following these best practices across 
fulfillment, ecommerce and marketing will create a more cohesive customer experience and a more 
efficient, agile business.



RETAIL PREPAREDNESS 
CHECKLIST:

Prioritize The Customer Relationship  
Over The Long Term

Balance Labor Health And Effectiveness

Embrace New Forms Of Fulfillment

Add Fulfillment Flexibility To Absorb Spikes  
And Dips In Demand  

Streamline eCommerce Returns

Create A Sensitive Pricing And Promotional 
Messaging Strategy

Personalize For Better Relevance

Offer Value Now
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Each retailer is dealing with a unique mix of stock-outs 
and product gluts right now. While some factories 
are closed and certain products are selling out in 
minutes, other retailers are getting an influx of new 
spring products that they desperately need to move. 
Remember, in a few months, the panic and uncertainty 
may subside, and brands need to maintain trust and 
loyalty with customers to drive sales through the 
rest of the year. Brands that focus only on their own 
internal goals, and ignore the needs of customers,  
will be damaged come Q4. 

For those with pressing sales goals, now is not the 
time to blindly take advantage of increased digital 

activity. Retailers must prioritize reliable and helpful 
messaging. For example, use localized messaging  
to update when stores are closed, or if there are new,  
or senior-specific hours. 

For those with stock-out problems, it’s important  
to be transparent about availability, communicate 
business changes quickly, and deliver personalized, 
localized information that’s up to date and helpful. 
Brands should be sharing real-time updates about 
product availability and should be explaining why 
products are scarce.
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1
PRIORITIZE THE CUSTOMER 

RELATIONSHIP OVER THE LONG TERM



Amazon is adding 100,000 staff to deal with short-
term spikes in order fulfillment needs. Walgreens and 
Target are also staffing up. Many of these new workers 
will be coming from other hourly retail jobs at smaller 
companies that have closed their doors and can’t 
afford to pay staff. Other retailers will continue to pay 
their workers even as they stop selling in-store and 
want to pivot from sales to fulfillment. 

Logistical staffing questions are swirling for retailers. 
How to manage higher traffic in a shorter retail 
day with fewer hours? Should you add headcount 
dedicated to digital channels for those spikes? What’s 
the best way to repurpose headcount in stores to shift 
order fulfillment? What is the best way to preserve staff 
through the pandemic at the lowest cost possible?

These decisions should be made with four elements  
in mind: 

• employee health/risk 
• potential customer need fulfillment 
• cost 
• long-term implications 

First and foremost, employers and employees need 
to be well-versed on the CDC’s recommendations for 
COVID-19 best practices. Companies should consider 
if employees can be reasonably well protected—with 
the ability to wear masks and wash hands frequently, 
or maintain safe distances from one another and 
customers, or if employers can give employees 
the choice to work. If health can be accounted for, 
then retailers should move ahead to mobilize their 
workforce and staff as necessary to fulfill customer 
demand and retrain quickly.

However, predicting customer demand is incredibly 
difficult. Cost analysis should look at a variety of 
scenarios. No one can accurately predict how the 
economy will shift in the coming weeks and how 
demand will wane or rebound in the long term, and 
so flexibility is key. Employees should be hired with 
the assumption that more changes are likely, and that 
long-term employment is subject to demand. And, 
retailers can work to maintain as much continuity  
as possible by following updates to relief options.
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2
BALANCE LABOR HEALTH AND EFFECTIVENESS

https://www.cdc.gov/coronavirus/2019-ncov/community/guidance-business-response.html
https://www.sba.gov/page/coronavirus-covid-19-small-business-guidance-loan-resources


BCG notes that one of the hardest-hit elements of  
the retail supply chain is the last mile. Retailers quickly 
have to change their fulfillment methods, but these 
changes will likely create lasting changes in consumer 
expectation. 

Retailers are also working to ship more goods overnight 
and are easing their return windows and costs to 
encourage more digital sales to offset the lack of 
in-store options. Curbside pickup has seen elevated 
numbers post-COVID-19 and is likely to remain  
a valuable option for many customers.

Retailers must have delivery methods in place that are 
flexible, responsive, and low on physical touchpoints. 
Grocers are suddenly inundated with online delivery 
requests that will likely change shopping behaviors 
for the long term. In 2019, eMarketer predicted that 

online food and beverage sales would grow 18.9% by 
the end of 2020. However, March 19 downloads of 
apps for Instacart, Walmart’s grocery app and Shipt 
increased 218%, 160%, and 124% respectively, year over 
year. For people that do go to grocery stores, now is a 
time when contactless payments will surge. Retailers 
should emphasize these options and plan for long-
term support.

These adjustments are made much easier when 
companies automate their online fulfillment options 
and connect digital and location-based information 
into a single strategy. Brands should track adoption 
rates across different fulfillment options and shift what 
is available as situations change. For example, as stores 
reopen, BOPIS requests will likely go back up. 
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3
EMBRACE NEW FORMS  

OF FULFILLMENT  

https://www.bcg.com/en-us/featured-insights/coronavirus.aspx
https://www.dickssportinggoods.com/s/in-store-pickup
https://www.cnn.com/2020/03/19/business/grocery-shopping-online-coronavirus/index.html


With people in a panic, runaway stockpiling and 
over-buying have become notorious trends in recent 
weeks. These issues quickly expose any weak links 
in the supply chain as well as the risks that retailers 
have had to weigh in maintaining low inventory supply. 
The Wall Street Journal recently exposed the 20-year 
shift from stockpiling months of inventory to a more 
profitable “just in time” approach. Algorithms created 
to maximize sales while minimizing storage, logistics, 
and carrying costs failed to see the fluctuations in 
demand caused by COVID-19.

EY notes that retailers must prioritize a more 
collaborative and agile fulfillment approach and have 
a team in place to prioritize speed and flexibility. 
Runs on certain products will fade as locations work 
through initial lockdown, while cities introduced later 
to the pandemic will see new buying patterns. The 
COVID-19 virus may cause new lockdowns even 
after the initial phase subsides. McKinsey notes that 
“there are multiple, immediate end-to-end supply 
chain actions to consider in response to COVID-19.” 

The company notes that retailers should create 
transparency on multi-tier supply chains, optimize 
production and distribution capacity, and assess 
realistic final customer demand.

Evaluate the flexibility of the entire fulfillment network. 
For example, Amazon is shutting down non-essential 
shipments into their distribution center. Create a plan 
to quickly tap into other fulfillment options like an 
ecommerce outlet or using other retailers to fulfill. 
The faster retailers can pivot and drive more orders 
to other channels, the less pain they feel from a single 
change to fulfillment.

As stores are limiting hours, it’s also important to 
increase productivity of the store—pivot and turn 
the store into a mini distribution center to take 
some weight off the distribution center. Increase the 
orders that stores are fulfilling in a day since they’re 
not interacting with customers. In the short term, 
increasing orders they can fulfill per day can help  
with total network capacity during this lull.
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ADD FULFILLMENT FLEXIBILITY TO ABSORB 

SPIKES AND DIPS IN DEMAND 

https://www.ey.com/en_gl/advisory/how-to-build-a-supply-chain-thats-resilient-to-global-disruption
https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/operations/our-insights/supply-chain-recovery-in-coronavirus-times-plan-for-now-and-the-future


Already a costly enterprise, retailers have been 
working to streamline the returns process for some 
time now, which becomes only more imperative when 
budgets are tight and time is of the essence. Returns 
become especially concerning as customers order 
more, but are less likely to actually leave their homes 
to drop returns at physical shipping locations, and 
actually can’t return at most stores. 

Many companies that have added curbside pickup 
have also implemented curbside returns. Of the 
retailers in the Digital Commerce 360 Top 100, 19% 
have changed their return policy. Some have extended 
windows for return, while others have stopped 
allowing returns all together.

Best Buy noted that curbside pickup “also extends 
to returns and exchanges, the period for which has 

been extended on most products so that you have 
more time.” This means shoppers can return products 
from their cars, even though the electronics retailer 
is giving them more time. Purchases made March 1 
through April 15 at Best Buy now have an extended 
return period through April 29.

Like many new buying behaviors, changes to return 
policies now could alter long-term expectations. 
Weighing long-term changes to return policies such 
as much longer windows are made much easier when 
companies have a good view of the costs and trade-
offs that result. Shoring up intelligence regarding 
product restocking, changes in buying behaviors 
online, and additional logistics costs will help brands 
plan for how returns will evolve now and later.
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STREAMLINE eCOMMERCE RETURNS  
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https://www.digitalcommerce360.com/article/coronavirus-impact-online-retail/


Nearly every brand has since sent their obligatory 
message from the CEO and 75% of retailers in the  
Top 100 have messaging on their homepage. 
However, COVID-19 messaging needs to run much 
deeper than a few corporate notes. Every customer 
touchpoint should be reviewed for a possible new 
messaging approach.

Augie Ray, a Gartner Analyst, recommends a four-
part approach to COVID-19-sensitive marketing. 
He recommends that retailers engage in scenario 
planning to get ahead of potential shifts in customer 
behaviors and needs, but also in sudden changes  
to available marketing channels, like out-of-home  
or POS. Retailers should also listen intently for 

changes in customer sentiment. Social media, 
comments and customer listening tools can help 
brands pick up on changes regionally and in near  
real time. These two best practices will help brands 
get ahead of risks, but also help develop a timely  
and sensitive approach to messaging and pricing.

For example, scarcity and urgency messaging are 
long-standing and effective techniques in the ecomm 
space, but they can come off as callous and tone-deaf 
in times of real urgency and need. Retailers can rely 
on personalization to deliver softer scarcity messaging 
at the right moments, and can listen to customer 
feedback on creative new marketing messages such  
as “athletic wear for at-home workouts.”
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CREATE A SENSITIVE PRICING AND 

PROMOTIONAL MESSAGING STRATEGY  

https://www.gartner.com/en/marketing/insights/articles/adapt-the-marketing-strategy-for-covid-19
https://www.shopify.com/blog/using-scarcity-urgency-increase-sales


Every city and country is in a different situation.  
Every consumer has a different employment status. 
Every customer has a different purchase history, 
favorite channel, and price sensitivity. Personalization 
offers retailers the technology to address each need 
by segment or by individual. Monetate’s research 
shows that 78% of companies with a personalization 
strategy in place saw positive return, and 93% with  
an advanced personalization strategy did as well.

Now, more than ever, customers crave information 
that’s relevant for them, and will react strongly to 
messages that aren’t. New Yorkers aren’t going to be 
buying “date night” outfits in the next few weeks, but 
those will likely spike in demand as soon as bars and 
restaurants reopen. Moms will be ordering significantly 
more books and games for kids, and so they are 
unlikely to respond to ads for those same products 
come Q4. Having location data, past purchase data, 
and customer search data available for accurate 
personalization will deliver much better experiences 
and, in turn, much higher ROI for brands.

Customers facing financial strain may also be more 
responsive to loyalty, savings and pricing options in 
the coming months. Personalized pricing for different 
customers can help retailers still sell products, while 
helping people pay for what they want, or need. 
Retailers can be respectful of the individual situations 
each customer has, testing messages for discounts 
and pay-over-time by segment and shopping behavior.

Internal Monetate data, for instance, reveals that 
retailers are increasingly turning to COVID-19-
related messaging in recent weeks, as they look 
to address individual customer needs. In the week 
of March 16, we saw the largest WoW increase in 
Monetate Experiences activation for 2020 with a 30% 
increase versus the week prior. Of that lot, 15% of all 
experiences created either had “Corona” or “COVID” 
in the name, revealing a nimble way to address the 
situation at hand.
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PERSONALIZE FOR BETTER RELEVANCE 
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https://info.monetate.com/rs/092-TQN-434/images/2019_Personalization_Development_Study_US.pdf
https://kibocommerce.com/blog/stats-facts-retailers-covid-19-crisis/


Once the dust from a crisis has settled, people will 
remember the businesses that helped and the ones 
who tried to play the part of vulture. Lists are growing 
of brands that have not slowed down long enough to 
reevaluate their approach and have launched faulty 
initiatives, from bad campaigns to inaccurate delivery data.

Retailers can model the long-term implications of 
adding real value to customers and the causes they 
care about. Retailers should review practical value-
ads like promotional subscriptions, free delivery for 
extended periods, waived service charges, installment 
payment agreement on checkout, and other seemingly 
small but significant changes that make customers’ 
lives easier and more affordable. 

A recent study by the AAAA shows that consumers 
also consider the value that retailers can offer their 
employees and their community. More than half 
of respondents indicated that they are pleased to 
hear about brands making donations of goods and 
services. However, cut by age, it becomes clear that 
older respondents actually care more about notices 
of stores being cleaned and of earlier hours for 
seniors. Again, showing that personalized relevance can 
be the best value brands can provide as retailers and their 
customers try to find a way to weather the storm together. 
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OFFER VALUE NOW 
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https://www.aaaa.org/consumer-sentiment-towards-brands-during-covid-19/


Kibo’s cloud commerce platform scales as clients grow their business, while 
maintaining a low cost of ownership and faster time to market than other 
commerce solutions. Our software and services include ecommerce, Order 
Management, Personalization, and Mobile Point-of-Service for retailers, 
manufacturers, and brands. Contact us today to learn more.

LEARN MORE
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