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Retail never 
stands still 
Zooming in on the retail 
landscape of 2021
In 2020 the world has turned upside down. The Covid-19 pandemic led 
to major shifts within retail and transformed the way consumers shop 
like never before. Omnichannel integration to serve your customers 
the best way possible has shifted from being a point of differentiation 
to an absolute necessity. Due to lock downs and safety concerns, 
an immense push towards online shopping occurred, leading to a 
growing power of platforms and ecosystems. Convenience is key for 
customers and should be prioritized by all retailers. And even if the need 
for extreme experience in retail has shifted from physical experience 
to digital engagement, experience and entertainment will continue to 
be a significant consumer need. Lastly, another trend that accelerated 
by the pandemic is buying local and expecting social responsibility 
from retailers and brands. Therefore, offering sustainable solutions to 
customers is more important than ever before.

Change is here. Retailers must adapt to survive which will be a major 
challenge for everyone. But it is also an opportunity to reinvent yourself. 
The moment for innovation is now.
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Ebeltoft Group has been monitoring brand and store innovations 
for more than a decade, uncovering trends both underlying and 
emerging in modern retail. Our retail experts around the world join 
forces to share insights from their local markets that will inspire 
you to innovate and prepare your business for future trends. We 
have evaluated 50 innovative cases from more than 15 countries, 
revealing four different retail trends to create a detailed big picture 
of 2021.



Trend #1

Omni Integration
The emergence of Covid-19 speed up the need for technology 
adaptions and digital innovations that allow consumers to 
always be connected. They can shop, return, or share products 
anytime and anywhere at the touch of a button. Bricks 
and mortar and the online channel are no longer separate 
entities, but complementary platforms that improve the retail 
experience. Customers no longer distinguish between the 
physical and digital worlds. They want to be served at anytime, 
anywhere and through every channel. An omni experience 
encompasses everything from online to off-line experiences. 
With click and collect, augmented reality assistants, endless 
aisle, lockers, and data-driven stores, omni experience 
dominates retail today.

#2 EXTREME CONVENIENCE

#4 SUSTAINABLE PRACTIC
ES

#1
OMNI INTEGRATION

#3
EXTREME EXPERIENCE

O M N I C H A N N E L     B R I C K S  A N D  C L I C K S     R E D U C E D  F R I C T I O N     T E C H  I N T E G R A T I O N
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Brazil

Delivery Center
Digitalization of the shopping mall
Delivery center is a tech startup that provides a full-service platform (marketplace, payment and logistics) 
where retailers located in shopping malls can sell and fulfill online orders. The company was invested by the 
two largest shopping center chains in Brazil, joining forces to create a stronger ecosystem. 
In order to offer a plug and play solution to digitalize shopping malls, the company combines several exper-
tise and services:
Tech team: An experienced team to support retailers located in the malls to digitalize their stores (upload 

assortment, prices and commercial dynamics in the platform)
Logistic hub: composed by “shoppers” that collect the orders from the stores and a team that deliver them to 

the customers. They generally have a support area located in the parking lot of the partner mall.
Tech infrastructure: a full-service technological platform integrating marketplace, payment and customer 

data.

They are also expanding the reach of the retailers 
at shopping malls, Delivery Center recently signed a 
partnership with the biggest marketplace in Brazil to 
include the digitalized retailers by them in this mar-
ketplace.

K E Y  D A T A

Country: Brazil

Retailer: Delivery Center

Format: Digital
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O M N I  I N T E G R A T I O N
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Comment

The shopping center industry all over the world is being pressured by the digital channels, Delivery 
Center is innovative solution for shopping malls to enter in the digital channels operating their own 
platform.

They are creating their own ecosystem for shopping malls offering a fast track and a simple plug 
and play solution to digitalize malls. 

� Solution to shopping malls to enter the digital channels

� Joint venture between traditional competitors in order to win in 
the digital world

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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United States

MAC Innovation Lab
MAC Cosmetics was founded with the mission to provide professional quality cosmetics products directly to 
the consumer and today, is one of the world’s leading makeup brands. Their newest store concept, the MAC 
Innovation Lab, integrates the best of both the digital and physical retail worlds to deliver a unique beauty 
experience powered by AI. Customers can customize their own palettes, personalize product packaging, and 
virtually try on makeup shades or even entire looks created by MAC makeup artists. 

K E Y  D A T A

Country: United States

Retailer: MAC

Formats: Store, Online, Mobile
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Comment

• Each in-store experience is based on community and a feeling of hyper-local branding

• Seamless blend of physical and digital retail playing to the strengths of each channel. The 
physical store is a space for experience and community-oriented storytelling while digital tools 
enable product discovery and frictionless payment

� Digitally Enabled
Technology allows customers to sample products without ever touching 
their face. 

� Localized
Customers can try on makeup-artist created looks virtually. Each virtual 
look is created based on what’s trending and popular near each respective 
store.

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?

� Frictionless
Visitors can easily save looks and products trialed in-store on their mobile 
device for easy purchase from home. 

� Personalized
Customers can customize everything from products to product packaging. 
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Italy

Würth Automatic Store
Automated hardware store opened in 2020 in Verona. Consists of 12 sqm with 2,000 skus on display and 
6,000 additional products in inventory.

The space is technologically advanced with smart shelves, robotic arms, real-time inventory on-hand visi-
bility and digital payments supported. This is the first 24/7 hardware store in Italy and during the COVID-19 
pandemic, they stepped up to meet the needs of social distancing. Winner SMAU prize 2019.

K E Y  D A T A

Country: Italy

Retailer: Würth 

Format: Hardware store
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Automated store that is open 24/7 to serve customers seeking flexible hours.  The automated 
system reduces both overall costs and restocking times. The merchandise mix is optimized via 
real-time inventory monitoring and sales data.  

�	 Offline-online	integration
Customers can purchase from the app or online and pick-up in the store by 
entering or scanning a unique QR code. Customers can also purchase via 
touchscreen catalog

� ‘robot shop’ 
With electronic handling platform, use of QR codes, codes and cameras for 
product picking and delivery;

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?



Trend #2

Extreme Convenience
The modern consumer is busy, and the era of seamless, 
frictionless retailing is here. Due to the pandemic the 
customer wants to shop faster and more efficiently than 
before. Friction is every barrier we put in place to prevent 
customers from buying a product. Retailers are removing 
friction from the experience by adding elements of technology, 
subscriptions, delivery, and pick-up, while also streamlining 
the key elements of everyday operations.

• Safety, fast shopping and convenient one-stop-shopping is

getting more and more important

• Retailers are leveraging technology to expedite services

and create a seamless experience.

• Offering customer service online is a hot topic since 2020

• Pick-up locations are popping up around the world to get

items in customers’ hands conveniently and quickly.

• Barriers — ordering, checkout, product availability — are

removed through technology advancements.

S E A M L E S S  R E T A I L     T E C H N O L O G Y  R E M O V E S  F R I C T I O N 

E L I M I N A T E S  P A I N  P O I N T S     O N - D E M A N D
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Finland

Box by Posti
“Box” is a bright and modernly decorated self-service postal point, where Finnish consumers can pick up 
their online orders. It is operated by the Finnish postal service Posti and the purpose is to be the “perfect 
place” to pick up online orders. Box is not only a hassle-free pick-up spot, but it also offers other convenient 
services, e.g. a recycling area, a product show-space and fitting rooms. Rows of pick-up lockers makes the 
experience convenient and quick, and customers can easily return their orders. The consumers can try on 
what they bought online, right there on the location in the fitting rooms, and if they wish to make a return, 
they can save time by packing it up in the free packaging provided in the space and return it right away using 
digital kiosks. Additionally, Box offers the possibility to sit and grab a coffee, as well as an area that can be 
used to host company events. Each area of service is marked with a special color to make it easy to navigate 
the space. Further, brands have the opportunity to showcase their products in “Box”, offering them a way to 
increase brand awareness as well as functioning as a part of the business model for Box.

K E Y  D A T A

Country: Finland

Retailer: Posti

Format: Multi-functional postal office
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Comment
The concept offers a great way to deal with the pain points of online shopping as Box is created to 
be the missing piece between online shopping and the home.

� Eliminating pain points
Box is offering the customers the convenience of online shopping while 
relieving them of one of the biggest pain points of online shopping: the 
return.

� The missing piece
It is a service that makes it easier for consumers to asses their online buy 
without having to return home.

� Sustainability
Customers are able to recycle packaging from their order. 

� Brand opportunities
Brands can showcase products at the collection point.

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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Canada

RC Coffee Automat
RC Coffee’s automated kiosk is a new concept that challenges customers’ perception on convenience cof-
fee. It provides the quality, authentic, and personalized experience normally associated with a premium café 
(think long lines and wait times) and adapts it into a fast, contactless experience for on-the-go beverages.

Using an app, customers can save favourite drinks, pre-order their pickup, and pay for their order. The app 
also uses location tracking so that the kiosk begins making your order when you get in the vicinity of the 
station, ensuring that your beverage is the right temperature and ready on arrival.

K E Y  D A T A

Country: Canada

Retailer: RC Coffee

Format: Automated coffee kiosks
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RC Coffee the first extremely convenient coffee offering in Canada and may spark imitators as fully 
contactless services become more popular.

Typically, convenience coffee is not renowned for its quality or personalization. This model takes 
that expectation and turns it on its head.

� Perfect, every time
Once you get your blend exactly how you like it, simply save the order 
within the app. Without human involvement, your perfect cup of coffee will 
be made exactly the same way, every time you order it.

� Quality coffee without the wait
The kiosks employ the Eversys Cameo espresso machine, which takes 
fresh beans and grinds them on site – all under 2 minutes. 

� Familiar coffee, new technology
Playing on the cafe experience, the kiosk has a faux storefront decorated 
like a retro café, mixing the modernity of the coffee robot with the classic 
aesthetic of coffee. They have also partnered with familiar favourites Dark 
Horse and Detour Coffee Roasters.

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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The Netherlands

SPAR mini market
SPAR is a supermarket chain that mainly focuses on convenience stores in 48 countries around the globe. 
In 2020, the company introduced a new one-person-store concept called “SPAR mini market.” The concept 
is a convenient solution for maintaining social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic. The new store is 
only 16 m2, designed for one customer at a time, and can be transported easily to any possible location. The 
store assortment changes six times per day based on the eating habits of consumers throughout the day. 
The customer pays using self-checkout. Nonetheless, there is also one staff member on stand-by to assist 
customers whenever needed. The initial idea behind the container concept was to place it at different festi-
vals. The festival season is over, but the store is still used at various places in the Netherlands. The flexible 
“mini market” can even be placed on the water. Very convenient for the many Dutchies with a boat!

K E Y  D A T A

Country: The Netherlands

Retailer: SPAR

Format: Supermarket
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Comment

This concept is a unique solution for customer convenience since it can be moved to any place 
where supermarkets are not available. Additionally, it is an up-to-date solution for social distancing 
during the pandemic.  

� Mobile	&	floating
Due to its small size and portability, the stores can be moved to any 
possible location at any time. The stores can even be placed on water 
and are accessible by boat.

� COVID-19 proof
Because only one person can enter the shop at a time, it is a solution 
for social distancing during the COVID-19 pandemic.

� A new assortment 6x a day
The assortment is adjusted 6 times every day depending on the 
eating habits of customers during the day. This motivates repeat visits 
throughout the day.

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?



Trend #3

Before the corona outbreak, consumers were craving physical 
experience and entertainment. This trend has been slowed 
down by Covid-19. Nonetheless, consumers have the need to 
interact with retailers and brands through digital engagement. 
Retailers and brands are pushed to offer innovative concepts 
that replace previous face-to-face experience with interactive 
online solutions.

Nevertheless, interaction and engagement in the store with 
products, staff, and brands will remain essential in the future. 
A safe environment is key in order to continue the physical 
experience and, thus, identifying customer needs, building 
relationships and loyalty, and personalizing the shopping 
experience.

Consumers do not choose products based solely on 
functional value, but, rather, based on emotions that 
engagement and experience ensure. Intensive storytelling and 
strong content are paramount to creating identification and 
emotional ties, boosting brand loyalty.

The customer-to-customer relationship is also important for 
the brick-and-mortar experience. Retailers and brands can 
differentiate the experience by providing a social dimension 
beyond interaction and engagement with store associates. For 
2021, the main challenge will be to facilitate physical shopping 
in a safe manner while at the same time developing online 
engagement solutions that will partly cover the advantages of 
offline experiences. Important topics for retailers and brands 
are:

• Ensure a safe shopping environment in the stores at all

time

• Integrate elements that elevate and define the identity of

the brand offline and online

• Offer an ever changing experience that creates excitement

and a lasting impression to attract potential new

customers.

• Develop personal customer service solutions online that

were previously only taking place offline

Extreme Experience

L I N G E R I N G     B R A N D  B U I L D I N G     E V E R - C H A N G I N G     A M P L I F I C A T I O N 

S O C I A L  S H A R I N G     E M O T I O N A L     F L A G S H I P 
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United States

CAMP Experience Store
Camp is a 10,000sf playground that brings summer camp indoors. It is a hands-on, immersive store that is 
more playground than shop. Kids can engage in activities like gardening, arts and crafts, games, etc., plus 
there are goods for sale. Revenue is primarily from merchandise, with 20% coming from memberships. 
It also runs up to seven activities a day—like sing-alongs, yoga or arts and crafts, and date-night drop-off 
services. During the COVID-19 lockdown, CAMP hosted free virtual birthday parties everyday at 5pm EST. 
Participants were able to invite family and friends via a virtual guest list link and with advance notice, CAMP 
tried to personalize the party for any kid celebrating their birthday. Upgrade options were available for private 
online birthday parties- a creative way to “digitize” their in store offering while social distancing.  Additionally, 
CAMP teamed up with Walmart and a roster of celebrities to offer virtual summer camp experiences to the 
Walmart app. 

K E Y  D A T A

Country: United States

Retailer: CAMP Experience Store

Formats: Store, Online, Mobile
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• To discourage people from browsing without buying, Camp has introduced several dozen 
exclusive toys and plans to aggressively expand that selection

• It updates its look and feel with a new theme every few months and offers a rotating selection 
of thousands of toys to play with

• Leveraged their collaboration with Walmart to engage with their target customer while 
physical locations were closed 

�  Nimble
CAMP pivoted nicely online and through partnership with Walmart during 
COVID-19 shelter in place, offering activities online like absurd challenges, 
mastering new talents, and interactive art classes.

�  Ever-changing
A place for families to hang out and have fun together on a very regular 
basis without getting bored due to constantly rotating themes and 
merchandise are which are interactive and engaging.

�  Hands-on
A cool specialty toy store with themed play areas where merchandise is 
displayed and accessible to kids and parents who can play while shopping.

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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United States

CVS Health Hub
CVS is the largest pharmacy health care provider in 
the United States and with the acquisition of Aetna 
in 2018, they became a pharmacy and health insur-
er under one umbrella. CVS HealthHUBs are a step 
up from the traditional CVS Pharmacies and place 
an emphasis on prevention and chronic disease 
management with services such as sleep apnea 
assessments and blood draws. HealthHUB location 
selection is strategic. The company leverages Aet-
na’s data on its members’ health conditions to inform 
the expansion strategy.  CVS plans to have a chain of 
1,500 HealthHUBs, wellness-focused stores devoting 
20% of floor space to health products and services, 
by the end of 2021 as part of its enterprise growth 
strategy. CEO Larry Merlo stated that approximately 
100 HealthHUBs were active as of May 2020. 

K E Y  D A T A

Country: United States

Retailer: CVS

Format: Store
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Health Hub concept transforms CVS location from a traditional transactional experience to an 
engaging community destination for both acute and preventative healthcare. The concept leverages 
an upskilled team, digital tools and an expanded assortment to provide resources on site to 
educate consumers and provide solutions to their health issues in one convenient location.

• Health Hubs take a proactive approach to health care by using data to understand the 
most common medical conditions present in the communities they serve and developing 
messaging and solutions to tackle those conditions

• “Pharmacist Panels” combine pharmacy and medical data to provide a holistic, 360-degree 
view of the customer to help better identify the “next best action”

�  Proactive
Health HUBs harnesses consumer data from several sources to calculate 
the ‘next best action’ for a healthcare consumer—advising when it might 
be good to get an examination or take a new tactic in managing a chronic 
condition

�  Integrated
Digital offerings allow for the management of prescriptions in a single app. 
Stratify insurance customers into risk buckets to deploy targeted resources 
at physical touchpoints. Leverage data and digital tools to inform strategy, 
educate customers and streamline the experience 

�  Personalized
HUBs have in-store “care concierge’s” that direct customers to providers 
that can meet their specific needs (i.e. nurse practitioners or nutritionists)

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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France

DX - Decathlon
Decathlon the French leader in sports equipment is renowned for providing its customers with retail innova-
tions. Through its new 800 sqm DX store, Decathlon breaks the codes shaping a place crossing between a 
store, a showroom and a lab with a series of technological innovations: 
  Being a member is mandatory in order to enter the store as the customer will have to scan a QR code at the 
entrance.
• With “Decath’ Go” members of the loyalty program can leave with their products without checkout thanks

to RFID sensors.

• Decathlon implemented a foot scanner developed by the Dutch company Safesize not only to help par-
ents verify their children’s foot size and choose accordingly the right one but also to limit customers’
returns. 

• Customers can save time with a morphological scanner to guide them finding fall season items and
avoid fitting rooms

• DX has 3D printers to create prototypes with
objective to increase customers’ involvement in
co-creation projects. In the near future, custom-
ers will even be able to customize items by them-
selves such as bike or scooter handles.

K E Y  D A T A

Country: France

Retailer: Decathlon

Format: City Store
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This customer oriented and innovative format sets the pattern for subsequent products and 
services. 

Half-store, half-showroom, this concept was intended to test new methods for improvement or to 
inspire those of tomorrow whether in merchandising, collection, communication, products or even 
trades .

�  Efficiency
• With “Decath’ Go” members of the loyalty program can leave with their 

products without checkout thanks to RFID sensors. 
• Morphological scanner guides them to find fall season items and 

avoid fitting rooms.
• A foot scanner which measures feet to find according shoes and 

socks quicker and reduce returns.

�  Customization
3D printers to create prototypes and enhance co-creation projects with 
customers

�  Community
Obligation to join the loyalty program and to scan a QR Code at the 
entrance of the store to inform presence in the store

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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Sustainable Practices
Consumers are more conscious now than ever. There is no 
planet B which speed up the need for sustainable solutions and 
transparent chains. Additionally, consumers are more aware 
that their personal health is not for granted. Therefore, a healthy 
diet, wellness and mental health is at the top of customers’ 
minds. Conscious consumers are becoming a larger and more 
vocal segment of the population.

Implementing sustainable practices is all about demonstrating 
social responsibility and highlighting an ethical, honest, and 
responsible business. It means taking responsibility by offering 
consumption in good conscience by producing environmentally 
sound and responsible products and services.

Sustainability, animal welfare, and fair trade are in high demand. 
Consumers are increasingly looking to align with brands and 
retailers that share their values. It is about demonstrating 
responsibility through the entire value chain and far beyond the 
brand core products or service. Retailers connect on a deeper 
level with consumers to help them feel like they are contributing 
to a greater purpose when shopping the brand of the retailer.

C O N S C I O U S  C O N S U M P T I O N     P U R P O S E     R E S P O N S I B I L I T Y     P O P - U P     A C T I V I S M 
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France

Bocage – Comme Neuves
For more than 50 years, the French manufacturer 
BOCAGE has been renowned for its expertise and 
know-how as a shoemaker. Balancing between 
tradition and innovation the brand has been able to 
adapt to the new eco-friendly trend while keeping its 
heritage. In 2018, the brand launched a rental service 
called « L’Atelier Bocage » allowing its customers 
to rent a new pair of shoes every two months. The 
following year, Bocage created « Comme Neuves » 
a reconditioned line of shoes from the rented pairs 
of « l’Atelier Bocage ». Cleaned, disinfected and 
reshaped at Bocage’s Factory in Montjean-sur-Loire, 
these reconditioned pairs are ‘comme neuves’ and 
are sold at -50%.

K E Y  D A T A

Country: France

Retailer: Bocage

Format: City Store
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« Comme Neuves » can be seen as the harmonisation between tradition and modernity. By 
providing sustainable practices, the brand  offers an opportunity for customers to adopt new eco-
friendly habits.

�  Offer
Reduced prices on reconditioned pairs of shoes 

�  Sustainability
No more waste. Selection comes from the rented shoes of “L’atelier 
Bocage”’s service

�  Format
New and reconditioned products within the same shop

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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Sweden

IKEA
In the fall of 2020, the Swedish furniture-giant Ikea opened secondhand shop in Retuna shopping center, in 
the Swedish town Eskilstuna, which is known for solely having stores offering upcycled and recycled prod-
ucts. In the Secondhand Ikea-shop, customers can find used Ikea-products and furniture, such as tables, 
chairs, utensils and bookshelves, that have been repaired and made ready for a new home, at a lower price. 
Thus Ikea-consumers can deliver their used Ikea-products, that they do not want anymore, whereas two 
Ikea-employees will pick and evaluate the items, and a team will clean, repair and prepare the products to be 
sold again. Ikea aims to recycle the products by only using sustainable or recycled materials, and the pur-
pose with the store is to learn more about the consumers’ behavior: Why does some Ikea furniture end up as 
garbage, what condition are they in when people throw them away, and how does people think, when they 
decide to donate or deliver the furniture to be recycled, as well as to learn if at all the desire to rebuy used 
Ikea furniture exists. At the same time, Ikea wishes to teach their customers about how to prolong the life-
time of their products, and in the long run, Ikea wants to turn its business model into a fully circular system, 
where the products are produced with sustainable or recycled materials, and designed to be recycled and 
resold, which should be successfully completed by 2030. The secondhand store opened its doors on No-
vember 2nd as a test, that will be evaluated continuously during the six months the store will be open.

K E Y  D A T A

Country: Sweden

Retailer: IKEA

Format: Secondhand shop
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This concept is a good example of how brands can be more sustainable, take part of and profit 
from the secondhand market. Further, Ikea is by testing the concept exploring how their customers 
think and behave regarding sustainable living, which will give them knowledge about how their 
future business model should be construced.

�  Sustainable practice
Ikea is giving new life to Ikea classics, and older products, by prolonging the 
lifetime of the products.

�  Consciousness
With this concept, Ikea is catering to the conscious consumers of today.

�  Price friendly sustainability
The secondhand concept-store is further offering sustainable products at a 
reduced price.

�  Test for the future 
Ikea is able to test how a sustainable business model will work for them 
and should be constructed in order to cater to their customers now and in 
the future.

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?
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Germany

Infarm
Sustainable Indoor Farming
The Berlin based Startup Infarm is revolutionizing food production by providing farming-as-a-service via ver-
tical farms that they deploy at food retailers and restaurants (e.g. at Irma, Kroger, Aldi Sued, Edeka and M&S) 
but also in their own growing hubs. The salads and herbs can grow in the greenhouse cabinets at the POS to 
be sold immediately while tasting considerably better due to the omitted transportation way and shortened 
timespan from farm to table. 

With Infarm, retailers and restaurants gain a self-sufficient supply on greens and herbs while ensuring ut-
most fresh products. Infarm’s cultivation method in stores saves 95% of water, 90% of transportation effort 
and 99% of space compared to traditional methods, making it a real asset for the environment. 
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Ebeltoft  
Group Expert 

Comment

Infarm is a truly sustainable approach to food cultivation. The cultivation method not only pays 
off in terms of the freshness and taste of the products and the environmental impact but is also 
positively perceived by customers. The world of food retailers and restaurants will certainly have to 
remember the name Infarm.

�  Redefining	local	sourcing
The concept of infarm is based on the customers’ desire for fresh, regional 
products. More and more people want to know where the products come 
from.

�  Environmental revolution
With this method, herbs and salads can be cultivated more sustainably, 
especially by minimizing the environmental toll of the transportation.

�  Green attraction
The vertical farms with the herbs are an eye-catcher and prove to the 
customer that the products are particularly fresh and grown locally.

W H Y  I S  I T  I N N O V A T I V E ?




