
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION  
IN RETAIL: DON’T IGNORE  
YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN

As business leaders adopt transformative 
technology to enhance customer 
experiences, they must also apply that 
evolved thinking to supply chain operations.



www.berkshiregrey.comDIGITAL TRANSFORMATION IN RETAIL: DON’T IGNORE YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN 2

Retailers can’t sustainably meet the digital expectations of 
their customers without innovative physical logistics, new 
distribution processes, and automation technology. Without 
comprehensive supply chain transformation, retail players will 
find themselves irrelevant and potentially out of business.

Despite the ongoing impact of COVID-19, instant gratification remains 
the de-facto expectation for most consumers, when it comes to 
purchases, communications, and, increasingly, order fulfillment. And 
while the latter is obviously dependent on the supply chain, there is a 
consensus that existing digital transformation in retail has raised the 
bar for customer expectations.

While the technology behind a sale is just something that makes 
the purchase easier, one could argue the most important part of the 
process comes after the sale is made. To put it simply, order fulfillment 
is what determines customer satisfaction and the supply chain is the 
key player in that game. 

Source: “From Carnegie Mellon to Berkshire Grey,”  
Matthew T. Mason, IEEE CASE 2019, August 23, 2019

http://www.berkshiregrey.com
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CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS 
INCREASE

Online shopping and eCommerce have steadily increased their influence in 
the retail sector — currently expected to account for 14.5% of all retail sales 
by the end of 2020, according to a recent report from eMarketer.1 That 
share of the retail marketplace will continue to put additional pressure on 
supply chains. 

It’s no surprise that much of this can be attributed to Amazon, but most 
traditional retailers2 are fully aware that the practice of point, click, and 
buy will not slow down any time soon. Total eCommerce sales in the 
U.S. in 2020 will be around $709.78 billion, the eMarketer report3 said, 
with Walmart surpassing eBay as the No. 2 eCommerce retailer behind 
Amazon. A shift to online grocery delivery is credited with pushing Walmart 
forward, but click-and-collect options have also contributed to the ongoing 
stress on the global retail supply chain. 

Consumers typically start browsing digital portals that offer the customer 
a virtual storefront showroom. The average online shopper is comfortable 
and familiar with retail websites, due in part to the fact that these online 
showrooms have been designed or built to offer the best customer 
experience possible. 

… most traditional 
retailers are fully aware 
that the practice of point, 
click, and buy will not 
slow down any time 
soon.” 
— TotalRetail

http://www.berkshiregrey.com
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A website that is difficult to navigate won’t achieve its ultimate goal: the 
digital sale. In fact, the customer is often being nudged in the right direction 
by a plethora of digital sales tools, including but not limited to: predictive and 
behavioral analytics, available inventory, artificial intelligence, machine learning, 
and, ultimately, shipping options. 

Consumers are already used to their products being delivered in a relatively 
short timeframe, eCommerce behemoths and big-box retailers4 aside. 

This represents a problem for retailers as consumer perception of order 
fulfillment and the reality of the backend processes differ wildly. Consumers 
might think the digitalization of the supply chain means that one push of a 
button sets in place a series of high-tech communication events, culminating 
in the on-time delivery of merchandise. Maybe in a perfect world, but retail 
brands have often been slow to integrate next-generation technology into their 
distribution and logistics ecosystems. 

Customers expect or assume that a sale confirmation sets the supply 
chain wheels in motion in nanoseconds. Click the button, and the order is 
“dispatched” to the distribution center where the item is sourced, picked, 
packed, and shipped within minutes. 

Physical locations are, consumers assume, staffed by a diligent workforce 
that is just waiting for an online order to appear. In addition, there are likely 
thousands of online shoppers who believe that most distribution centers are 
already filled with retail-centric robots, all of which are programmed to find 
what is needed at a moment’s notice. 

http://www.berkshiregrey.com
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DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION:  
A GOOD FIRST STEP

The average supply chain is more likely relying upon physical workers using barcode 
scanners from the 1990s to locate an item. Once located and picked, that item still 
has to make its way to a staging area where it will be packed and then sent out. The 
majority of distribution centers in the global supply chain still operate in a very manual or 
semi-manual state.

While automated solutions are becoming more commonplace, most picking and sorting is 
still done by a human being. And that can delay the delivery of a purchased item. There is a 
definitive need for retailers to integrate digital transformation strategies into every aspect 
of the customer journey. This includes the supply chain. 

The cool digital experiences retailers use to persuade shoppers to buy things are rendered 
almost useless if the customer is waiting several days for their purchase. Prior to the 
current pandemic, Amazon Prime members, for example, could get their item within two 
days, but the five-business-day model is still prevalent in many supply chains. 

COVID-19’s impact on the supply chain has changed those metrics somewhat, but the 
perfect storm of increased online retail activity and defined pain points in the distribution 
and logistics sector in recent months has merely revealed the strain on supply chains. 
In fact, these pain points were evident in retail supply chains before COVID moved the 
goalposts, and digital transformation is just one part of the puzzle. 

http://www.berkshiregrey.com
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Online shopping is now embedded in the retail landscape, but 
many customer journeys remain rooted in the physical world. 
When shopping in a brick-and-mortar location, the items are either 
on display for “picking” yourself or staged in an order pickup area 
having been picked by store staff. 

An eCommerce purchase works in a similar way, the difference 
being the product is likely in a giant faceless distribution center and 
a worker needs to go into the racks to find and pick your items for 
you. Consumers aren’t usually willing to pay extra for someone else 
to pick their items, so for that reason alone, digitalization should be 
a priority for the retail distribution and logistics industries.

According to Gartner, supply chain leaders5 see technology as 
a competitive advantage, but 80% of companies prefer to adopt 
a cautious approach to adopting new business optimization 
strategies and technologies. This ongoing failure to digitalize 
effectively has put increased pressure on supply chains, many of 
which are playing catch-up to the digital customer experiences 
offered by brands and retailers. 

eCommerce has given the 
typical consumer a faster 
delivery expectation, with the 
majority of survey respondents 
admitting that they have failed 
so far to attain an effective 
omnichannel fulfillment 
capability.” 
— Zebra Technologies

http://www.berkshiregrey.com


www.berkshiregrey.comDIGITAL TRANSFORMATION IN RETAIL: DON’T IGNORE YOUR SUPPLY CHAIN 7

With that in mind, the issues facing the distribution and logistics 
sector are becoming more acute. 

For example, a 2019 survey of 2,700 industry professionals by 
Zebra Technologies6 said that eCommerce has given the typical 
consumer a faster delivery expectation, with the majority of survey 
respondents admitting that they have failed so far to attain an 
effective omnichannel fulfillment capability. In addition, global 
shipping has tripled over the last few years, while the cost of said 
shipping has dropped, the survey said. 

In essence, distribution and logistics providers are caught between 
a rock and a hard place; customers want their items ASAP, but the 
process of order fulfillment and delivery is being held up by the 
limitations of the supply chain itself. 

Digitalization has been a topic of conversation for years, but a 
recent report from McKinsey,7 cited by Supply Chain Digital, said 
that discussions with industry leaders reveal that progress remains 
slow and that many companies are stuck in what the analyst called 
“pilot purgatory” — a never-ending circle of small investments in 
projects that never scale up to achieve real business impact. 

http://www.berkshiregrey.com
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ENHANCE YOUR WORKFORCE

The obvious answer is to bring in cutting-edge technologies that mirror the digital 
transformation of customer experiences on which retailers have concentrated. The 
challenge is to ensure that innovative and evolving technology fits seamlessly with 
existing operations. 

Artificial intelligence8 and robotics solutions within the distribution center can radically 
change the way the logistics sector conducts business, with operational efficiency at 
the top of the list. For example, a PwC report9 said that retail is primed to take advantage 
of AI, with 54% of companies adopting the technology within the next three years. On 
the flip side, only 37% of distribution and logistics companies said that they would be 
integrating the tech within the same timeframe.

This disconnect is one reason why digital transformation initiatives need to touch every 
part of the retail journey. 

If we take fulfillment as the logical endpoint to a retail or customer experience, it 
becomes clear that modern warehouses need to be “staffed” with tech can that 
prioritize omnichannel fulfillment as part of the overall customer experience. The key is 
to focus on intelligent solutions that can pick individual items effectively — arguably one 
of the more labor-intensive and time-sensitive challenges of the supply chain — while 
also integrating with existing technology in the distribution center itself.

http://www.berkshiregrey.com
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FIND OUT MORE

At Berkshire Grey, we have a holistic approach to the 
next-gen improvements that can be made in supply 
chain operations. Our intelligent robotic solutions 
have been developed to change the way retailers do 
business, not just now but in the future. 

To find out more about how Berkshire Grey can move 
your business forward, contact us today.

Contact Us

There is no doubt that customer expectations of retail have 
changed in the last decade, and technology has been the driving 
force behind this change. The high-tech and connected society 
may have been the catalyst, but technology is no longer just a 
support tool for retailers. 

Pre-COVID, next-gen tech was the essential tool for retailers 
to thrive and succeed in both the digital and physical worlds. 
There is no reason to believe that this will not also be the case 
when society returns to a semblance of normalcy. Digital 
transformation10 is a necessary step to take, what matters most 
for business leaders is understanding that digitalization has to 
happen throughout the entire ecosystem. 

+1 (833) 848-9900   |  www.berkshiregrey.com

ABOUT BERKSHIRE GREY 

Berkshire Grey is a robotics and AI company delivering retail, eCommerce, and logistics fulfillment automation to global companies. Berkshire Grey helps 
customers radically change the way they do business by combining AI and robotics to automate omnichannel fulfillment. Berkshire Grey solutions are a 
fundamental engine of change that transforms pick, pack, and sort operations to deliver competitive advantage for enterprises serving today’s connected 
consumers. 

RADICALLY ESSENTIAL. FUNDAMENTALLY FORWARD.TM
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