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Executive summary
The pandemic-induced disruption over the past two-and-a-half years has turned
our retail shopping environment upside down and has barged open the doors
forever to online shopping. This, in turn, has put traditional brick-and-mortar
marketplace retailing in a position requiring serious strategic bolstering to
effectively maintain relevancy and healthy income statements that are sustainable
for the long run.

Many brick-and-mortar marketplace-orientated retailers have launched online
purchase and delivery options to combat this pandemic-fuelled trend.

The Bateleur Vantage Point 2022 survey (June-July 2022, n=1 533, national) found
that on average, South African retailers are judged by 76% of consumers to deliver
service levels neither described as ‘good’ nor ‘bad’. In other words, indifferent! Only
6% of shoppers are ‘completely satisfied’ with the service they received from South
African retailers, meaning that 94% needed improvement.

The post-pandemic shopper has become more discerning. A massive 66% of
shoppers are now more price conscious, with almost half (48%) paying more
attention to product quality.

Impulse shopping is on the decline for 45% of shoppers who are now more inclined
to stick to products they know and trust.

While South African retailers receive compliments for the friendliness of their
frontline staff; knowledgeability, attentiveness and the ability, therefore, to solve
shoppers’ needs receive abysmally low scores.

In fact, 44% of shoppers are calling for retail staff that are more attentive, 51% want
better product knowledge, 52% are asking for frontline staff that go the extra mile,
and 56% are calling for faster and more efficient service.
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Human beings are ultimately social animals and enjoy the interaction provided by
marketplaces. Frontline retail staff, in face-to-face settings, are potentially more
effective in solving shoppers’ problems and satisfying their needs than call
centres or AI service bots.

Examining the 5P’s of the marketing mix reveals the opportunity for brick-and-
mortar retail to find profitable sustenance through differentiation and the
competitive advantage in delivering superior customer service through
championing on-the-floor sales staff.

In concept, this is obvious but may be more difficult to achieve than imagined.
Shoppers deem service levels in South Africa to be, at best mediocre. It requires
more than simply being friendly and helpful to satisfy shopper needs.
Attentiveness, responsiveness and especially the ability to support customers
using excellent skills in selling, supported by exemplary product knowledge, are
key.

Such superior frontline customer service is not the domain of on-the-floor staff
alone. Such service cultures begin their life in the boardroom, with the overall
organisational leader standing accountable for its creation and delivery.

The key ingredients to effective leadership, which garners trust and confidence
amongst employees, are laid down in this paper and ultimately present the
requirements for brick-and-mortar retail to flourish in the post-pandemic retail
shopping hurly-burly we now find ourselves in.
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Where the opportunity lies for
retail
In 1985 Julie Gold wrote, From A Distance, the song made famous by Bette Midler. In
her song, Gold points out that ‘from a distance’, the world looks blue and green, there is
harmony, we all have enough, we march in a common band, you look like my friend,
and she can’t comprehend what all this fighting is for…

The past two-and-a-half years have presented South Africa, and the rest of the world,
with a tumultuous pandemic-related disruption, with multiple knock-on effects still
rebounding today. Pandemic side effects are so complex and interrelated that they
have become the subject of a plethora of theses and conversations. One particular side
effect has been the indisputable realisation by human beings that we can live and
interact with each other by doing things ‘from a distance’.

Imagine a pandemic, not in 2020 but in 1985 - before the existence of social media,
online shopping, distance learning, Uber Eats, WhatsApp, or any other internet-related
tools we have come to accept as part of normal life. It’s hard to imagine!

Yet, history has seen many past pandemics pre-internet age: the Plague of Athens, the
Antonine Plague, the Plague of Cyprian, the Plague of Justinian, the Black Death, the
Cocoliztli Epidemic, the Great Plague of London, the Great Plague of Marseille, the
Russian Plague, the Philadelphia Yellow Fever Epidemic, the American Polio Epidemic,
the Spanish Flu, the Asian Flu; and modern-day epidemics including HIV, Swine Flu,
Ebola, Zika, and of course COVID-19, which is still with us. 

Did we carry forward any learnings from these past pandemics to our current Corona
virus experience? Hard to say, but it seems not.

Whether localised, national, continental or global, past pandemics have not enjoyed the
benefit to humans of being able to go about life from a distance. COVID-19 has been
unique from that perspective. Working from home, educating our children from home,
shopping from home, eating out from home, going to church from home, attending
funerals from home, and even virtual travelling from home, have all become normal in
the past two years.
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Companies that banned Skype for information security reasons before the pandemic,
now use Microsoft Teams as a matter of course, often even having Teams meetings
with each other in the office! With one of the great debates of 2022 being the so-called
WFH, WFO or hybrid working models, their pros, the cons, and what the future
workplace will really look like.

And the same can be said for shopping.

Past pandemics gave no opportunity to consumers to buy online and have their
goodies delivered. They had to make do with their personal vegetable garden and
chicken coop or take their chances at the local market. Luckily, humans were unaware
then that close contact in marketplaces was risky to their chances of survival. But
COVID-19 proved that we are in an age where almost all products traditionally bought
at retail stores can now be purchased online and delivered to one’s home. Even fresh
produce and a ready-made hot meal. 

So what is the future of so-called brick-and-mortar retail? 

Driving the freeways, highways and byways of South Africa causes one to bear witness
to the plethora of large, ugly, box-style warehouses mushrooming all over our lovely
country's face. Distribution centres are the mainstay of online consumerism. We click
on a pic, pay with our pal, and open our door to the friendly courier guy - without truly
realising the effort, infrastructure and environmental impact between its source and
the un-boxing of our new gadget or gastronomic delight. 
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In March 2020, Bateleur conducted its annual Vantage Point large sample national survey of
our newly locked down shoppers. The purpose of the survey was inter alia to understand
people’s expectations of the future given the sudden arrival of the deadly COVID-19
Pandemic.

Most will recall these times vividly and never forget them. I cannot recall ever having
witnessed so many hypotheses, conjectures, fears and fantasies about what this lethal virus
would bring for us all.

In June 2022, we repeated the Bateleur Vantage Point survey with a slight nuance. This time
we shared with consumers the projections they forecast in 2020, and asked them to indicate
which ones had, in fact, become real today.

Whilst the COVID-19 Pandemic came with severe fear, confusion and disruption; it also
bought new resolve to South Africans and a commensurate, but temporary increase in
optimism about our country, as the figures below show.

Why we need to listen to what
history tells us
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Pre-Covid levels of pessimism evaporated significantly as we huddled together, figuratively
speaking in awe of our predicament, only to bounce back again to unprecedented levels of
negative sentiment by mid-2022.

This temporary respite from our accustomed anxieties reflected in a similar pattern to our
general state of happiness, with overall post-Covid happiness levels significantly depressed
compared to pre-pandemic levels.

Here is a list of political and economic predictions South Africans were adamant about in the
early pandemic years, but are no longer so sure of:

By contrast, here is a similar list of political and economic factors that South Africans were
not so clear upon in the early pandemic years but now feel fairly sure of:

The closure of many retail outlets (-16% decline)
Significant, even mass retrenchments (-13% decline)
Vast amounts of vacant office space (-10% decline)

Unpredictable prices and potential inflation (18% increase)
Unpredictable currency rates (16% increase)
Further strains on race relations and cultural differences (15%
increase)
Political instability (14% increase)
A growing sense of anarchy and social disobedience (13%
increase)
The erosion of pension funds and investments (7% increase)
Global recession (7% increase)
A significant rise in impoverishment and decline in living
standards (7% increase) 
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And finally, economic and political predictions that were afoot at the outset of the
pandemic years and are still haunting South Africans, include:

Dramatic increase in unemployment (82%)
Struggling and even failing businesses, especially SMEs
(74%) 

Moving on to societal predictions that have significantly waned between the onset of
the pandemic and where we are now

Societal factors that were less prevalent at the start of the pandemic but are now
predictions of concern are:

Homeschooling for many more kids (23% decline)
New-found appreciation of teachers and healthcare
workers (22% decline)
Appreciation of personal health and societal hygiene (14%
decline)
Continuation of working from home for many (13% decline)
Less handshaking, hugging and kissing (11% decline)
Redefining the family relationships (11% decline)
Appreciation for the smaller things in life (11% decline) 

Increasing levels of crime (18% increase)
Increase in alcohol and substance abuse (6% increase)
Increasing mental illness and depression (4% increase) 

Brought to you by Bateleur and Retailing Africa
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We have had a taste for and now know and like the convenience of the
online retail shopping option.
We have emerged as more discerning shoppers with a keen quest for quality
and value.

Matters of consumerism per se, have changed the outlook since the onset of the
pandemic. In the beginning, consumers predicted a phenomenal increase in
online shopping, less frequent shopping and more bulk buying. This was
supported by predictions of extreme innovation and smart thinking in terms of
adaptation from some businesses.

We now find consumers are showing a trend towards being more careful with
their planning when shopping, demanding better quality and durability, with a
healthy dose of sensibility underscoring purchase decision-making.

Regarding actual shopping behaviour between the height of the pandemic and
where we are now post-lockdown and restrictions, there has been only a small
decline in online shopping and the use of couriers. In other words, the online
shopping habit has largely stuck and not succumbed to a swing back to the pre-
pandemic levels of brick-and-mortar retail shopping.

There have been fairly significant increases in trends towards supporting locally
made and artisanal products, attention to quality, and becoming far more price
sensitive and attracted to discounted bargains in our post-lockdown world.
While online shopping has largely not abated, shopping sensibility; and the
quest for quality and value, have intensified quite dramatically. 

In summary, then, it seems that the pandemic had a largely temporary effect on
living and shopping at a distance, and we are now seeing a return to the
normalities inherent in our social nature, but with two major exceptions or ‘new
normals’:

1.

2.

Given the parity situation at least between online and brick-and-mortar retailers
in respect of quality and value, these two new normals - coupled with the age-
old normal that we humans are social animals - reinforce the need for physical
marketplace retailers to apply major effort to achieve unique competitive
advantage by elevating superior customer service to being a firm strategic
imperative.

8Brought to you by Bateleur and Retailing Africa



9

Shoppers want frontline service
competence
Only 6% of South African shoppers are “completely satisfied” with the in-store service they
receive from retailers. And, only 33% are “mostly satisfied”. This means that a full 61% of
South African shoppers are less than satisfied with the service they receive!

But what is the missing link?

Whilst consumers rate South African retailers in general fairly well on cleanliness and
neatness, and not too badly on having staff who are friendly, helpful and identifiable, that’s
about as far as it goes.

Sufficiency of staff, knowledgability, and the advice received from frontline retail staff in
South Africa leaves much to be desired. On average less than 25% of shoppers are satisfied
with these attributes.

But the real crisis lies in the professionalism and skills of frontline staff. Willingness to go
the extra mile, efficiency of service, attentiveness and overall professionalism are said to be
wanting, by 80% of shoppers or more.

Brought to you by Bateleur and Retailing Africa



 
champion :/ /ˈtʃampɪən/

 A person who has surpassed all rivals in a sporting
contest or other competition.
 A person who vigorously supports or defends a person or
cause. 

1.

2.
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Clearly the missing link is frontline service competence, capability and skill.
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Everyone has the fire, but the champions know

when to ignite the spark

– Amit Ray
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This is the solution your customers
want

Brought to you by Bateleur and Retailing Africa

But what of customer service and the notion of Champion Salespeople (as popularised by
Tom Hopkins’ famous book, How to Master the Art of Selling) required to own consumer
loyalty? The 2022 Bateleur Vantage Point survey measured perceived service levels across
37 well-known retail brands, classifying each in terms of great, indifferent and bad service.

On average, these well-known retailers achieved the invidious result of being classified by
a whopping 76% of respondents with service levels categorised as indifferent!

This is not a state of competitive advantage for brick-and-mortar marketplace retailers.

Those retail store brands that enjoyed superior ratings for good service were
complimented for friendly and helpful staff. In other words, a pleasant and supportive
disposition.

However, a deep dive analysis of consumers’ response to service levels experienced at
retailers, reveals that simply being friendly and helpful is not enough.

Many shoppers experience frustration when faced with inattentive frontline staff; this is a
familiar feeling. But, shopper irritation levels run high when they come across staff who
are not knowledgeable about the products they are supporting and unable to provide
good advice. In other words, frontline staff are incapable of properly understanding
shoppers’ needs and being able to solve their shopping problems.  

So, the challenge for marketplace retailers becomes how to support their customers’
shopping experience by providing frontline staff who are

The challenge remains: how to create Champion Salespeople!

Not only friendly and helpful, but fully attentive to
shoppers, and equipped with the knowledge and skills
to, quickly and efficiently solve customers' shopping
needs 
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Call to action for retailers
So, how does one achieve Champion Salespeople? Textbooks and theories abound on the
subject, obviously with little effect given the current state of play. However, a little bit of
theory is useful in bringing perspective to this challenging question. So here goes…

It is common for retailers to invest heavily in the recruitment, induction, training,
incentivisation, monitoring and management of frontline sales staff. But in fact, the frontline
is the last port of call in meeting the challenge of delivering Champion Salespeople to
shoppers. 

With the objective of delivering superior customer service, charity begins at home. Superior
customer service starts around the boardroom table and is entirely the domain and
accountability of the organisational leader.

Long-term profit is achieved by having loyal, repeat purchasing customers who buy through
an unquestioning trust for their retail brand, not because its prices are necessarily the
lowest. Loyal customers, in turn, are created by repeatedly delivering successful shopping
fulfilment, which is not only a function of the right product at the right price, but is also
significantly supported by frontline staff who provide superior customer service: Champion
Salespeople.

For frontline staff to be Champion Salespeople, the Board of Directors of retail organisations
must also be Champion Salespeople. They needed to serve each other as though they were
precious customers. 

A crisp and fresh internal service ethos around the boardroom table translates automatically
into cooperation between the various departments in the company, especially one where
each department serves and treats other departments as though they were customers…
Now we have departments that are Champion Salespeople.

Brought to you by Bateleur and Retailing Africa
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Sadly, in this day and age, many systems are designed to control employees and customers
rather than enable their convenience and ease the job of providing superior service. Systems
and procedures that favour the ability of employees to serve customers are essential
ingredients in creating an overall corporate culture that delivers superior customer service.

Then, it becomes important to develop a focused service strategy. Depending on the retail
organisation, specific nuances become important to achieving Champion Salesmanship.
Identifying the key customer moments of truth, as well as golden opportunities to go beyond
the call of duty, documenting these, and developing successful strategies for their delivery,
are vital in the quest for superior customer service. Service delivery needs to be tailor-made
to key customer needs and moments of truth.

Then, seek great raw material as candidate Champion Salespeople. Two essential qualities
are compulsory: attentiveness and responsiveness. Recruiting and promoting frontline
salespeople for these qualities is critical to achieving superior customer service.
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With this mix of ingredients in place, from the boardroom to the retail floor, marketplace
retailers will prevail. At least they will successfully cohabit with their online counterparts
through the advantage of superior customer service, by having a retail environment
studded with Champion Salespeople - from shelf packers to till operators and everyone in
between.

But where does it all begin? Obviously, at the head of the boardroom table with the
overall leader of the retail organisation.

Few topics that attract as much worthy research, as well as complete claptrap, as the
elusive goal of effective leadership.

Unfortunately, the Bateleur Vantage Point 2022 survey reveals that South Africa's
employee engagement levels have almost returned to the rather mediocre levels before
the onset of the pandemic. 
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Further, the survey reveals key management and leadership traits highly correlated with
energised and engaged employees across various business types, which can also be
generalised to retail employees.

Of course, these cues to effective leadership are important to that person at the head of
the boardroom table, if they are to cause a culture of superior customer service through
Champion Salespeople on the retail floors of our country.

Leading by example, as a leadership trait has become a platitude whose documentation
goes back to Alexander the Great and beyond. Retail leaders who are role models to their
co-directors, their managers and employees; and who provide genuine mentorship and
growth opportunities off a foundation of positive vibes, are shown by our research to be
effective in creating dedicated and engaged followership.

But that is not enough. In support of leading by example, comes the elusive characteristic
of having genuine empathy for colleagues and employees: respect, politeness, trust,
fairness, reliability and consistency. Putting oneself in your followers' shoes is undeniably
mandatory for effective leadership.

Then, to round it off, we humans like to be appreciated, and effective leaders are never
shy to show appreciation for work well done.

25%

58% 57% 49% 51%
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In short, effective leaders are attentive and responsive to the needs of their followers.
They are indeed Champion Salespeople themselves. The only difference between
organisational leaders and staff on the retail floor is the product they sell. Leaders are
selling trust and confidence to their devotees, nurturing their belief that they will be
looked after; will flourish in their careers;  and will be protected in return for their
dedication and following.

From Champion Salespeople in the boardroom, come Champion Salespeople on the
retail floor. Superior customer service, customer loyalty and long-term profit
sustainability follow.

Champion Salespeople will win the post-pandemic retail wars for retailers.
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Bateleur Brand Planning is a reputable market research provider. Established in 1988,
we grow and nurture loyal and connected customers, energised and engaged
employees and committed and passionate suppliers.

We are a leading research company that provides a 360° symbiotic approach to
marketing (consumers, employees, and suppliers) to achieve business efficiency and
return on investment. 

We are all driven by fears and fantasies; 
we want our companies to protect and sustain us.


