
 1 

  



 2 

 
 

 
This is a book for those who love the retail industry but are feeling pain. It’s for those 

who love the pace, excitement and honesty of retail, but who are struggling with industry 

disruption, with seeing old ways of doing business become ineffective… with watching the 

decline and failure of long-established retail brands and not wanting your business to be next.  

If that’s you, this book will re-ignite your love of the industry and show you that there 

is a way to deal with the disruption and turn it to your advantage. Above all, this book is for 

those retail innovation evangelists who can see the opportunity offered by the new retail 

environment but who so far have only experienced obstacles, limited success and frustration 

in their attempts to reframe their business. This book is your ‘how-to’ guide to getting retail 

innovation done and done well.   

If your business is trying to adapt to the new world of retail but not succeeding, there 

is no time to lose. Failure to adapt will lead to a loss of customers or loss of margin while you 

try to hold onto them. You’ll cut expenses to balance the books then lose more customers or 

margin as your offer deteriorates. It’s the retail death spiral and it’s happening to many well-

known retailers in plain sight, wherever in the world you are reading this. If you have not 

already been disrupted by new competitors and new business formats, it’s only a matter of 

time.  Now is the time to act.   

This book will show you how to give your business what has so far been so uncommon 

in the retail industry – the ability to change how your organisation thinks and works. 

It will show you how to make a compelling case to your stakeholders that innovation is the only 

viable strategic choice in today’s retail environment. It will teach you how to implement a 

programme of retail innovation that sticks and – most importantly – will show you how to 

transition your business from an occasional implementer of innovative projects to a perpetual 

retail innovator. You will learn how to weave an innovation culture and processes into the 

operating fabric of your business so that you are always ready to take advantage of changes in 

the external environment and will never again become a victim.   

If you love retail but feel the pain, we both walk in your shoes.  We (Andrew and Gareth 

– we will introduce ourselves soon) are retailers and have been in the thick of digital disruption 
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and retail innovation for most of our careers. We have seen innovation work and seen it fail. 

We’ve seen retail organisations transform themselves with innovative initiatives only for new 

leaders to change course and abandon innovation in favour of cost cutting. We’ve experienced 

the power of aligned stakeholders backed by resources as well as destructive blocking forces 

who resist change at all costs. It’s our experience as shopkeepers that has led us to conclude 

that sustainable retail innovation is not achieved by finding inspirational ideas or inspirational 

leaders, but through implementing processes that are observable and repeatable.  

I have been in retail for a bit longer than Andrew and have experienced it from a 

number of perspectives. I started as a schoolboy in the 1970s when the only technology to 

disrupt the industry was desktop calculators – what an advance! I was around when that 

changed in the 1980s with the emergence of the bar code and the internet and have been 

there ever since as change has accelerated.   

As a retailer, I’ve worked at companies that dealt with disruption well and others that 

didn’t. I worked for an Australian retailer that was the first to successfully put their whole 

product range online, creating omnichannel shopping before the word was invented, and for 

another who conceived the idea of video streaming at about the same time as Netflix, but then 

failed to align their stakeholders to get it done.  As a consultant, I have had the great privilege 

of looking at the retail world from the perspective of many businesses rather than just one and, 

as a university educator, I have had the opportunity to read widely and articulate my thoughts 

about the industry for my students.    

For most of the last decade, I’ve been in the eye of the storm at Australia’s largest 

telecommunications company – they also operate the nation’s largest network of 

telecommunications stores. At Telstra, I had the job of trying to explain the disruption of the 

retail industry both to the business and their many retail customers. In the process, I got to 

know more than a shopkeeper should about retail technology, authored six research reports 

into the digital disruption of the industry and created events like the retail innovation summit 

to inspire, educate and arm the industry for innovation action.  Along the way, I’ve met 

hundreds of retailers from around the world grappling with the challenges of innovation – 

some succeeding, some failing, others succeeding briefly only for gains to be reversed with 

changes in leadership or when hubris sets in.  This book has been bursting to get out for a 

couple of years. 
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I am proud to be a retail nerd, having stumbled into it as my career after enjoying my 

time working in stores whilst studying business and technology at university.  I realised that my 

contribution to retail could expand beyond any single store and so I went on a mission to learn 

every part of the business. Joining the retail team of Australia’s largest telecommunications 

and technology company, I took on roles in data analytics, technology innovation, loss 

prevention before eventually taking the role of Head of Retail Operations.   

As fun and challenging as this was, I felt like most of my time was spent unblocking 

processes and overcoming obstacles.  That frustration continued as I spent time in the broader 

Australian retail landscape and even when I headed to the United States to learn more and 

help develop the American retail industry that I so admired.  You see, why innovation doesn’t 

work in retail is a global problem.  Innovation may be approached differently in China than it is 

in the US, Australia or Paris, but at its core it is the same thing.  Solving the retail innovation 

conundrum requires reframing what innovation is – turning it from a dark art performed by 

teams of specialists to a holistic organisational capability.   

I love to think differently and am on a mission to make work and life more human.  

There is no greater human industry than retail, regardless of how technology is changing the 

way we interact with brands.  Retailers play a stunning role in the lives of customers and 

therefore have tremendous power to make those lives better and more purposeful.  You will 

hear those values come through from me throughout this book, and I hope that the techniques 

and exercises Gareth and I have created not only help you do better at work, but also feel 

better about it.  

This book will show you how to grow and become resilient in the most disrupted retail 

environment in history. You will discover why retail needs to be reframed, why retailers have 

found this hard and how to turn retailer DNA, often regarded as an obstacle to innovation, into 

the rocket fuel for your innovation quest. We then explain how to embed innovation into the 

operating fabric of your business through our six-stage, eighteen-step ‘ReFrame’ process.  

‘ReFrame’ will show you how to build the launchpad for your quest, how to find the most 

sustainable innovation ideas in which to invest your resources, how to get ready to take your 

initiatives to market, the right way to analyse and test, how to design for scale and how to 
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embedded innovation as your new normal. Along the way, we provide all the evidence and 

tools you’ll need to deal with the naysayers and to inspire your colleagues and other 

stakeholders to join with you in the quest. Let’s begin. 
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The retail industry is experiencing an existential crisis. For thousands of years, retailers 

brought products to places customers were prepared to visit and list them at prices they were 

prepared to pay. The internet has now solved those problems. Amazon alone has over 150 

million items on range, will deliver to your door and, if they don’t have the best price, then 

that’s only a couple of clicks away. Established retailers need to find new reasons to exist. This 

is the underlying problem facing the industry. It’s not the disruption created by new 

technology, globalisation, new forms of competition or the economy – it’s finding new reasons 

to exist and then developing the organisational capability to innovate and reframe.  

The retail industry needs to be reframed to be more relevant to twenty-first century 

customers. Just like a favourite old family photograph comes alive when it’s surrounded by a 

new, contemporary picture frame, so too the retail industry will come alive when it surrounds 

itself with what really matters to twenty-first century customers. Retailers who develop the 

capacity to innovate and reframe will thrive while those that don’t will die. In head to head 

contests, like Walmart vs Sears, Dominos vs Pizza Hut (Australia), Netflix vs Blockbuster or 

Mecca vs Napoleon Perdis, it will be the retailer who has the ability to innovate and reframe 

who wins.    

In this chapter, we will explain why the retail industry’s crisis is existential not economic, 

why we think reframe is a better word than transformation to describe what the industry 

needs, why there is a difference between knowing what’s going on and understanding how to 

change and why gaining the organisational ability to innovate is the biggest challenge facing 

the industry today.   Finally, we explain why, far from being risky, innovation is actually retail’s 

new safe place.  

 
When you walk down the high street these days, you’re sure to see empty shops, 

closing down sales and desperate discounting by established retailers struggling to survive. 
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When you then pick up the newspaper and read about another CEO blaming a weak set of 

results on the ‘poor retail environment’ and another journalist warning of a retail apocalypse, 

you could easily be persuaded that the retail industry is in the middle of an economic crisis.  

This is not the case. Retail sales continue to rise in most countries of the world and have done 

so since the GFC. In some countries, like Australia and China, there has been no annual decline 

in retail sales for more than 25 years. Many retailers – including long-established brands like 

Walmart, Target USA, McDonald’s, Starbucks, IKEA, Inditex and Nike – are thriving.  So why is 

there a sense of doom surrounding the retail industry and why are so many other well-known 

brands like Toys R Us, Napoleon Perdis and Barney’s going out of business or perennially 

teetering on the edge of disaster? 

There is no economic crisis in the retail industry, but there is an existential one.  In the 

age of Amazon, established retailers need to find new reasons to exist. The failing retailers you 

see on the high street haven’t found their new reason for being yet or, more likely, have been 

unable to implement the changes necessary to make it happen.  

Retail is not the first industry to face an existential crisis. The invention of the internal 

combustion engine and improvements in the way oil was refined1 in the early part of last 

century provided the conditions for mass adoption of the automobile. Up until then, people 

had relied on horses and carriages for their transport. In London in 1900, there were 11,000 

hansom cabs and several thousand horse drawn buses on the streets, meaning that around 

50,000 horses were involved in the transportation of people around the city each day.2 This 

industry was surrounded by a commercial ecosystem of drivers, blacksmiths, saddlers and 

coachbuilders whose reason to exist depended on horse-powered transportation. This reason 

to exist disappeared when the last horse-drawn bus left the streets of London in 1914 and 

horse-drawn hansom cabs were superseded by ‘Taximetre’ (automobile) cabs in the 1920s.     

The photographic industry also went through an existential crisis when digital 

technology began to replace film at the end of the twentieth century. Film photography was 

supported by a commercial ecosystem of manufacturers, film processors and professional 

photographers. When the end came, it came quickly. According to figures produced by the 

 
1 National Academy of Sciences (2019),“Petroleum Technology History”  
http://www.greatachievements.org/?id=3677  
2 Johnson, Ben (2019) “The Great Horse Manure crisis of 1894” History of Britain 
http://www.greatachievements.org/?id=3677  

http://www.greatachievements.org/?id=3677
http://www.greatachievements.org/?id=3677
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Camera and Imaging Products Association (CIPA),3 production of digital cameras almost totally 

replaced production of film-based cameras in the six years between 1999 and 2005.  

When an industry faces an existential crisis, it doesn’t mean the extinction of the entire 

species. Many businesses are able to reframe for the new environment. Australia’s Holden 

motor company was originally founded in 1856 as a saddlery manufacturer, but successfully 

adapted to the automobile age by switching to the manufacturing of cars in 1908.4 Similarly, 

Japan’s Fujifilm, as the name suggests, had a business founded in film technology, but 

successfully adapted by investing heavily in digital photography and leveraging its knowledge 

of film technology to diversify into new areas of business (notably medical imaging).5 Others 

operating in the same market were not so fortunate. The names of Holden’s nineteenth 

century saddlery competitors who didn’t adapt are now forgotten, but Fujifilm’s archrival, 

Kodak, is remembered as one of the greatest examples in modern business history of a failure 

to adapt to an existential threat. 

Some established retailers are adapting to the existential crisis in the industry better 

than others. Large, established retailers such as Walmart, Target (USA), Nike, Inditex and Lush 

are thriving while their competitors in the same sector struggle. The success of Walmart and 

Target (USA) contrasts starkly with the struggles of discount department stores like Sears and 

Kmart. Nike is kicking goals while sports retailers like Sports Authority are on the ropes. Inditex 

is soaring high compared with fashion retailers like Nine West and Jaeger. And the success of 

Lush contrasts with the demise of cosmetics retailers like Napoleon Perdis.6  

Business failure in retail is a natural part of the competitive landscape.  When a retail 

business serves its customers better and operates its business more efficiently than its 

competition, it will always win customers and be more profitable than its rivals. Eventually it 

might even close its competition down. This has been happening for thousands of years – with 

or without an existential crisis. The difference this time is that the way to serve customers  

 
3 Zhang , Michael (2017) “This Latest Camera Sales Chart Shows the Compact Camera Near Death” Peta Pixel, 
Mar 3 2017 , https://petapixel.com/2017/03/03/latest-camera-sales-chart-reveals-death-compact-camera/  
4 ABC News (Feb 2014) “Timeline: Holden’s history in Australia” https://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-12-
11/timeline-holden-history/5150240  
5 Inagaki, K. and J. Osawa (2012). Fujifilm Thrived by Changing Focus. Wall Street Journal  
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052970203750404577170481473958516  
6 Centre for Retail Research (2019) “Who’s gone bust in retailing 2010-19?” 
http://www.retailresearch.org/whosegonebust.php  

https://petapixel.com/2017/03/03/latest-camera-sales-chart-reveals-death-compact-camera/
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-12-11/timeline-holden-history/5150240
https://www.abc.net.au/news/2013-12-11/timeline-holden-history/5150240
https://www.wsj.com/articles/SB10001424052970203750404577170481473958516
http://www.retailresearch.org/whosegonebust.php
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better and operate your business more efficiently has changed. Simply doubling down on the 

old levers of range, price and physical proximity ignores the fact that these problems have 

been solved for customers. To get the competitive edge, retailers need to reframe their 

businesses to solve different consumer problems in an internet world. Throughout this book, 

we will demonstrate that the difference between success and failure in the new environment 

is not down to the execution of retail basics, as it has been for centuries, but the ability to 

reframe.      

Some retail sectors may seem immune from the existential crisis that besets the 

industry, but they are not. It is only a question of degree and time. Supermarkets, for example, 

still seem to be able to operate successfully under the old range, price and proximity paradigm. 

But while the internet has yet to take any significant share of traditional supermarket sales, 

online grocery sales are growing fast and far outpace the growth of sales in bricks and mortar 

stores. In Australia, for example, online grocery sales grew 24.5% in 2018 and are predicted 

to experience compound growth (CAGR) of 10% over the next five years.7  In other countries 

like South Korea, with superior internet speeds and last mile delivery infrastructure, online 

sales of FMCG items have already exceeded 20% of the total.8  Those supermarkets that 

choose to continue to operate under the old paradigm will forgo growth opportunities and 

may find themselves unprepared to compete when environmental conditions, like those that 

exist in South Korea, trigger a behavioural shift by consumers in their markets.  

The services sector is one area of retail that may be immune from the effects of the 

existential crisis for now. Many of the established stores that are closing on the high street or 

in the mall are being replaced by hairdressers, nail bars and spas. These are hands on, pure 

services that are unlikely to be available online in the foreseeable future. However, even in 

these cases, the internet has had an influence. ‘Do-it-yourself kits’ accompanied by ‘how-to’ 

YouTube videos9 are available for a number of retail services like hairstyling but – so far – their 

influence has been minimal. The good news for the industry as a whole is that these pure 

service-based retailers keep foot traffic in shopping precincts, keep the habit of going out to 

 
7 Youl, T. (2019). Online Grocery Sales in Australia. IBIS World Industry Report OD5527. 
8 Harris, B. (2017). "Which countries buy the most groceries online?" World Economic Forum, Global Agenda  
Retrieved 5/9/2019, from https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2017/12/south-koreans-buy-the-most-groceries-
online-by-far/. 
9 Freestyla (2012) How to layer cut and style hair at home with Wahl clippers, https://youtu.be/pKEFgZBpsds  

https://youtu.be/pKEFgZBpsds
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‘shop’ alive and give goods-based retailers with bricks and mortar outlets a chance to attract 

those shoppers to their stores.  

How affected is your business by retail’s existential crisis? Rate yourself 1-10 on the 

following questions then repeat the exercise for a retailer in another sector and compare the 

results. 

1. Does your mix of business consist purely 
of services (score 1), purely of goods 
(score 10) or is it somewhere in between? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

2. Is competition in your sector based purely 
on range and price (score 10) or purely on 
other factors (score 1) or is it somewhere 
in between? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

3. How vulnerable is your business to online 
competition (10=highly vulnerable, 1= not 
vulnerable)? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

4. What has been the impact of Amazon in 
your sector (very significant score 10, 
insignificant score 1)?  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

5. Rate your business’s capacity to execute 
significant change (excellent score 1, very 
poor score 10) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

6. Are your sales in decline or on the rise 
compared with last year? (Steeply 
declining score 10, steeply rising score 1) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

7. How would you rate your business’s 
adoption of digital technologies e.g. 
ecommerce, social media, digital 
marketing? (Excellent score 1, very poor 
score 10)  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

8. Has your business reviewed and changed 
its purpose in an effort to be more 
relevant to its stakeholders? (Completely 
changed purpose score 1, not changed at 
all score 10) 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

9. Is your business’s reaction to falling sales 
to try harder (score 10) or try something 
new (score 1)? 

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 

10. To what extent is the culture of your 
business proudly traditional or ‘old 
school’ (extremely old school, score 10. 
Completely innovative , score 1)  

1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 10 
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Score 70-100: Your business is locked into the past and does not recognise the 

existential crisis happening in the industry. You urgently need to understand the new retail 

environment and acquire the ability to change. 

Score 40-69: There are some signs that the business recognises the world is changing 

and the business needs to change to be successful. You probably know what to do. It’s time to 

pick up the pace of doing it. 

Score 10-39: Congratulations!  You have recognised the changes in the environment 

and are making appropriate changes to address them. Be vigilant. The new world is just as 

competitive as the old world. You need to be prepared for new competition that solves the new 

problems of retail even better than you do.    

The biggest barrier to moving ahead with reframing your business are internal and 

external stakeholders who believe that there is no existential crisis and the best way to solve 

any retail problem is by better execution of traditional strategies. You may be one of them. If 

so, we hope this book causes you to question your beliefs, but we’re not going to try to 

persuade you to change them. Instead this book is for retailers and their partners who 

recognise the need to change, want to change, but need to know how it’s done.  

A Gareth story - I used to work for a company that manufactured and distributed 

picture frames to retailers. We also operated a retail outlet that sold our standard frames as 

well as offering a custom-made service. What I learned while I worked in the business is that 

the effect of reframing an old picture can be transformative, but only if the right combination 

of elements is selected. That’s quite an art. There’s the style of frame to consider. Should it be 

a decorative Italian-style moulding or something more contemporary? What size, colour and 

style of mat do you want the picture itself to sit on and should the mat be single or double? 

What style and quality of glass do you want the picture to be displayed under and what style 

and quality of backing board should be selected?  Getting the elements right is the difference 

between having something that looks great and something very ordinary.  

While I worked for the business, I took the opportunity to reframe many of my own 

pictures. I was lucky to have a lot of help from work colleagues in getting the choices right. 

The new frames not only enhanced the pictures themselves, but also enhanced the look and 
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feel of our whole home.  At the same time, we also bought some new pictures – which of 

course came with new frames and set the standard for the reframing we had done.  That was 

a while ago. Times have changed. Looking around the house today I think some of those 

pictures could be due for another reframe! 

The established retail industry is like a picture hanging on a wall in a tired old frame. 

Many people find it unattractive because it is framed by attributes like range, price and 

proximity that are not quite as important as they once were. It looks especially tired hanging 

next to new retail pictures framed in all the bright, relevant attributes of the contemporary 

world like digital/physical integration, experiences and purpose. There is nothing inherently 

wrong with the old retail frame – in fact, the new retail frame incorporates the same basic 

attributes, but it’s more attractive than the old one that hangs beside it.  

We think ‘reframe’ is a better word to describe what needs to happen to the 

established retail industry than words other authors have used – think transformation, 

evolution, revolution and innovation. The word ‘transformation’ can be used interchangeably 

with reframe (and we do use it in this book), but it can also be used to describe creating 

something completely new. We don’t believe that is what’s required. The old retail 

foundations of range, price and proximity are no longer enough to win in the new world of 

retail, but you can’t compete without them. The industry doesn’t need to be transformed.   

The word ‘evolution’ is also somewhat transferrable with reframe; however, evolution 

suggests change through a natural process. As we will see throughout this book, if traditional 

retailers are to survive, it will be as a result of deliberate acts – not as a result of natural 

selection. In that sense, we are not seeing a retail evolution. 

The word ‘revolution’ suggests that the old order must be thrown out completely, but 

we argue that there is no evidence that proves this is the case. Retailers like Walmart and IKEA 

who have reframed have not abandoned their traditional focus on price while Nike has not 

abandoned its traditional focus on product. Retail does not need a revolution. 

The word ‘innovation’ is more useful to us, but it is a complement to the idea of 

reframing – not a substitute.  While reframe describes an overall outcome, innovation 

describes the deliberate acts retailers must make to achieve a reframe.  Innovation is how you 

get a reframe done and that is the main focus of this book. 
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The story of Walmart over the second decade of the twenty-first century is a good 

example of what a retail reframe looks like. Walmart had begun the century by surpassing 

Exxon-Mobil as the largest company in the world by sales.10 They were already the largest 

retailer in the world by some margin. Walmart’s customer proposition was based on low prices, 

a wide range of products (more than 20,000 s.k.u.s in the average supercentre), and closer 

proximity to the majority of the US population than its competitors, Target and Kmart.11 This 

was all underpinned by an emphasis on efficiency throughout the supply chain that made their 

cost of doing business lower than their rivals.  

By the end of the first decade of the century, things were beginning to change. Sales 

growth had slowed to low single digits, unlike the double-digit growth experienced earlier in 

the decade12 and, in the wake of the GFC, Exxon-Mobil had regained their title of biggest 

company in the world by sales. More worryingly, the question was being asked, ‘Is Walmart 

good for America?’ This question was the title of a TV documentary first aired in 200413 and 

the subject of a documentary film of the next year. 14   In these documentaries, some 

manufacturers, notably Rubbermaid, claimed Walmart’s search for ever lower prices was 

driving them to Chinese sources at the expense of domestic manufacturing. High paying 

manufacturing jobs in the USA were being lost and being replaced by low paying jobs at 

retailers like Walmart. Labour unions objected to Walmart’s hourly rates and lack of benefits, 

which had resulted in many team members qualifying for government food stamps. Working 

conditions in Asian factories supplying Walmart were shown to be harsh. Walmart was also 

criticised by environmental groups who complained that Walmart’s geographically long supply 

chains and the disposable nature of many of its products created adverse environmental 

effects. The criticism of Walmart came despite the fact that Walmart continued to deliver on 

its core customer promise of lower prices on a large range of everyday goods. 

 
10 Best , D (2002) “Wal-Mart is the world's biggest company as Q4 sales overtake Exxon-Mobil” Just-Food 
https://www.just-food.com/news/wal-mart-is-the-worlds-biggest-company-as-q4-sales-overtake-exxon-
mobil_id73725.aspx  
11 Fettig, David, (2006), “Thomas J.Holmes on Wal-Mart’s location strategy” Fedgazette 
http://www.minneapolisfed.org/publications_papers/pub_display.cfm?id=1382  
12 Source: Walmart Annual reports 
13 (2004). Is Wal-Mart good for America? Alexandria, Va, PBS Video. 
14 (2005). Wal*Mart the high cost of low price. Wal-mart the high cost of low price. New York, Retail Project 
L.L.C. 

https://www.just-food.com/news/wal-mart-is-the-worlds-biggest-company-as-q4-sales-overtake-exxon-mobil_id73725.aspx
https://www.just-food.com/news/wal-mart-is-the-worlds-biggest-company-as-q4-sales-overtake-exxon-mobil_id73725.aspx
http://www.minneapolisfed.org/publications_papers/pub_display.cfm?id=1382
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In an interview at the National Retailers Federation’s Big Show in 2018 15  – which we 

attended – the current president of Walmart, Doug McMillon, reflected on those times.   

‘Sam (Walton), when he started Walmart, was really focused on two stakeholder 

groups, customers and associates, and if you're winning with customers and you're treating 

your people well…everything else will work out…. At some point Walmart became big and 

societal expectations changed and we missed the memo.  

‘When the newspapers started to criticise us, because societal expectations went up 

and we weren't matching them all, we ignored that. So we got to a point where Lee Scott (then 

CEO) said, “What if we really listened to our critics? Let's go meet them face-to-face. Let's find 

the people [who] dislike us the most and go figure out why and see if there's some good in 

what they're saying and then implement it.’  

‘….It really started a journey towards becoming more sustainable… Now ten years later, 

we've set a goal of getting a giga ton of carbon out of our system. We took out over 20 million 

metric tons in the last few years together with our suppliers. We're taking on initiatives of 

supply even more by renewable energy. We're about a third of the way there. We're eliminating 

waste. We've set a goal of getting to zero percent waste in many of our countries. So, it's waste, 

its energy. It's also how people are treated.’ 

McMillon went on to explain how Walmart have invested in improved pay, conditions 

and training for associates, how they’ve gained a digital capability through the acquisition of 

Jet.com, Bonobos, shoes.com and others, how they are making investments in technology like 

AI to improve customer experiences and store efficiency, and how they continue to foster a 

culture of change in their business. He then commented that while a lot has and is changing, 

the purpose and core values of the business remain the same as when Sam Walton was in 

charge.   

‘In 1992, shortly before he [Sam Walton] passed away, President H.W. Bush came to 

Bentonville and gave him the presidential medal of freedom and Sam was battling cancer and 

he stood up out of his wheelchair and he said, “The secret is that we're all working together 

and as long as we continue to work together and get ideas from all over the company, we're 

 
15 NRF (2018). The Changing Face of Retail: A conversation with Doug McMillon. 
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Doug+McMillon+NRF+Big+Show&&view=detail&mid=72FE90E57C11
485B467E72FE90E57C11485B467E&&FORM=VRDGAR  

https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Doug+McMillon+NRF+Big+Show&&view=detail&mid=72FE90E57C11485B467E72FE90E57C11485B467E&&FORM=VRDGAR
https://www.bing.com/videos/search?q=Doug+McMillon+NRF+Big+Show&&view=detail&mid=72FE90E57C11485B467E72FE90E57C11485B467E&&FORM=VRDGAR
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going to be able to show people around the world what it's like to save money and live a better 

life.” That purpose [to save money and live a better life] I think will be timeless for Walmart. It 

doesn't matter who the CEO is.  

‘And then we have four core values and I also think these are going to stand the test of 

time. We respect the individual, we strive for excellence, we serve the customer and we act 

with integrity. If we get our behaviours to match those values – not just as a slogan or 

something we say, but actually how things work in every store and every part of the company, 

this thing's going to keep going…’ 

‘What we've tried to do in recent times is to say the purpose is the purpose, the values 

are the values. Everything else is open to debate and may change and we'll try to always explain 

why, but we got to be ready to go because retail is about change. It's probably the reason that 

many people in this room like it so much is that it's challenging, it’s never boring, it’s fast paced. 

Man, I'm not bored. If you're bored right now, you're not paying attention!’ 

At the time of the interview, Walmart was about to report its thirteenth consecutive 

quarter of growth. In the year that followed (2018), Walmart reported its best comp store 

growth for a decade and online sales growth of 40%. Walmart’s customer proposition is still 

based on low prices, a wide range of products, close proximity (now physical and online) to 

the majority of the US population and is still underpinned by an emphasis on efficiency 

throughout the supply chain, but things have changed. In addition to those traditional 

attributes, Walmart now operates in digital as well as physical channels and strives to serve 

customers who use both. It has incorporated sustainability and ethical sourcing in its supply 

chain and has improved conditions for its associates. Walmart is still Walmart, but it has been 

reframed for the twenty first century.  

Some established retailers may believe that there is no need to reframe to compete. 

They look at new entrants to the industry and see operators who often have no retail 

experience, seem unable to make a profit and are more concerned with attracting investment 

than the nuts and bolts of running a good retail business. They may feel, as in the past, that as 

long as they keep doing what they have been doing well, they can see off this new competition. 

Unfortunately for them, the world has changed. New criteria will determine who wins and, 

without a reframe, traditional retailers are likely to be the losers.   
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Other established retailers may recognise what’s going on in the industry, but feel a 

lack of competition in their sector protects them from reframing for now. These retailers may 

have achieved a dominant competitive position through acquisition, by being better than their 

competition or by operating in such a specialised niche that it is unattractive for others to 

enter. All these circumstances are temporary because retail is an inherently competitive 

industry. It has few barriers to entry, consumers regularly switch their spend between retailers 

and between categories, competition between retailers is normally intense and overall sales 

are not concentrated in the hands of a small number of players as, say, in the telco, oil or 

banking industries. In fact, retail fulfils most of the conditions for an intensively competitive 

market as described by Michael Porter in his famous five forces model.16   In this environment, 

monopolies or quasi monopolies will not be tolerated. When Jeff Bezos tells other retailers, 

‘Your margin is my opportunity,’17  he is simply expressing the natural order in a competitive 

market.  

How do you make the case for a reframe in your business? First, think about how 

urgent the need is. Are you behind compared with your competitors or does your position in 

the market mean you have some time? This will determine if you need to be considered (you 

have some time) or passionately emotional (the platform’s burning) in your approach. Next, 

think about the reasons no action has been taken up to now. Is it symptomatic of an executive 

team and board who are supremely confident in their ability to handle threats the way they 

always have, are they unaware of why they need to reframe or are they in denial? Whatever 

your particular circumstances, research some cases, preferably from your sector and 

preferably from overseas (less threatening), where reframing has created big benefits or a 

failure to reframe has led to disaster (examples of both will be coming up later in the book). 

Wherever you sit in the management hierarchy, well researched and/or passionate 

exhortations to act are usually regarded as a sign of initiative and ambition and should 

enhance rather than harm your standing in the business. First prize would be getting to lead 

the reframing of your own business and how cool would that be! We know because that did 

in fact happen to one of the authors of this book. More on that later.  

 
16 Porter, M. E. (2008). "THE FIVE COMPETITIVE FORCES THAT SHAPE STRATEGY." Harvard Business Review 
86(1): 78-93. 
17 Lashinsky, A., D. Burke and J. P. Mangalindan (2012). JEFF BEZOS: The Ultimate Disrupter. Fortune, Meredith 
Corporation. 166: 100. 
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There has been so much written and said about the disruption of the retail industry 

that most retailers should understand what is changing in their world. Authors such as 

Robin Lewis and Michael Dart have explained the forces disrupting the current retail 

environment and put the whole of modern retail history into context so those waves of 

change can be understood.18  Others such as Doug Stephens have explained what the 

future holds for retail.19 Consulting companies, large and small, have produced research 

aimed at explaining the changing retail environment. Vendors to the retail sector including 

transport and logistics companies, post offices, banks, real estate companies and tech 

vendors have produced whitepapers on how disruption in the retail sector will affect their 

customers. Others have produced indexes to track changes in the retail environment on a 

month-to-month or year-to-year basis.20   You will find all of the above – and more – 

speaking about the changing retail environment at retail conferences and, as if that’s not 

enough, it’s also possible to attend formal retail study tours to see best practice from 

around the world for yourself.   

While there is no shortage of available knowledge about the disruption of the 

industry, there has been a shortage of action. This is reflected in the poor representation 

of retailers in compilations of the world’s most innovative companies. In annual lists like 

Forbes’ ‘World’s Most Innovative Companies,’ Fast Company’s ‘World’s 50 most innovative 

companies’ and BCG’s ‘Most innovative companies,’ retailers make up only 6%-14% of the 

total when, in fact, they make up a much bigger percentage of total businesses. More 

importantly, the gap between knowledge and action is reflected in the continuing failure 

and decline of well-known retail brands in the face of more innovative competition.   

Knowing what is going on, but not knowing how to respond, can lead to feelings of 

helplessness.  In the case of retailers who have tried to innovate and failed, it could be 

argued that they are experiencing feelings of learned helplessness.21 Learned helplessness 

is a psychological concept first observed in dogs. It describes a failure to try to perform a 

 
18 Lewis, R. and M. Dart (2014). The new rules of retail: competing in the world's toughest marketplace, St. 
Martin's Press. 
19 Stephens, D. (2013). The retail revival: Reimagining business for the new age of consumerism, John Wiley & 
Sons. 
20 NAB online sales index https://business.nab.com.au/nab-online-retail-sales-index-june-2016-17897/  
21 Seligman, M. E., S. F. Maier and J. H. Geer (1968). "Alleviation of learned helplessness in the dog." Journal of 
abnormal psychology 73(3): 256. 

https://business.nab.com.au/nab-online-retail-sales-index-june-2016-17897/
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task because of a learned, often irrational, fear of negative consequences. Retailers who 

are conditioned by their own failed attempts at change can give up trying after observing 

the seemingly inexorable rise of new competitors like Amazon, the failure of long-

established retail brands, and the daily negative media narrative about the retail industry.  

The purpose of this book is to give retailers hope. There is a way to compete in the new 

environment and that is by innovating and reframing your business. We will demonstrate 

that retail innovation is a process like any other retail process that any business with 

knowledge of where they want to head can implement. 

How big is the gap between knowledge and action in your business?  Take this quick 

quiz to find out.  

Knowledge  Score 

1. Have you and your team read books about how disrupted the 

retail environment is?   

(Rate your knowledge gained from books on a scale of 0-10 

where 0 = never have read a book on retail disruption and 10 = 

we have read many books on retail disruption).  

 

2. Have you read reports or seen presentations from consulting 

companies or your vendors about how disruption is affecting the 

retail industry?  

(Rate your knowledge gained from consultants and vendors on 

a scale of 0-10 where 0 = never have read or seen a presentation 

on retail disruption from a consultant or vendor and 10 = we 

have seen many of these reports and presentations). 

 

3. Do you attend conferences where aspects of retail disruption are 

discussed? 

(Rate your knowledge gained from conferences on a scale of 0-

10 where 0 = we never go to conferences where retail 

disruption is discussed and 10 = we have attended many of 

these conferences). 
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4. Have you taken the opportunity to observe and understand  

retail best practice, either independently or as part of a study 

tour? 

(Rate your knowledge gained from observing and 

understanding retail best practice on a scale of 0-10 where 0 = 

we never actively observe or seek to understand best practice 

and 10 = we regularly seek to observe and understand best 

practice and participated in study tours). 

 

Overall score  /40  

 

Score 0-10:  You really should get out more. The world of retail is changing and the 

first step to competing in the new environment is understanding those changes. 

Score 11-20: You understand at least some of the changes affecting your industry. 

Maybe you feel you know enough and need to concentrate on action in your business and, 

if so, congratulations. Maybe you feel you haven’t got time for reading books or reports, 

attending presentations or conferences or studying best practice. If so, you need to make 

time. Simply working harder won’t be enough because the rules of the game have changed 

and you need to learn them.   

Score 21-30: You are well informed about the changes in the retail environment. The 

next step is to turn your knowledge into action. 

Score 31-40: Retail disruption black belt! Industry colleagues probably look to you 

as a source of wisdom on what is happening in the industry. The question is: have you been 

able to turn your knowledge into action for your business or just into speaking engagements 

at conferences? 

Whatever your score, it’s now time to think about what your business is doing to 

turn the knowledge you collectively have about the disrupted retail environment into 

action. Is there a gap between knowledge and action and, if so, how big is it? If there is a 

gap, what do you believe are the main reasons for it?  Has your  business tried to implement 

change but failed?   Is there a sense of helplessness about what needs to be done and your 

ability to do it?  
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If there is no gap or you are in surplus, it could either mean there’s a deficit of 

knowledge in your business (unlikely) or that you are one of those uncommon retailers who 

already match knowledge with action. For the rest of us, we can start closing the gap with 

a few simple steps.  

• The next time you read a book or report, listen to a conference presentation or see an 

example of best practice in action, take the time to write, in your own words, a short 

reflection on the knowledge you have gained. (We all mean to do this, but how often 

do we neglect to do it?) The act of writing it down will force you to think through what 

you just experienced and begin the process of articulating its importance to others in 

the team. It will also become a knowledge bank you can come back to at a later date. 

Put these reflections in folders in your computer with headings that mean something 

to you such as store operations, merchandising, supply chain, payments, etc. 

• Decide what parts of your new knowledge are important enough to be shared with the 

team.  Don’t share everything all the time. Your colleagues are busy like you. They will 

start to avoid you in the corridor if you habitually share absolutely everything you read, 

hear and see without a filter.  

• Set up a time each month, either as part of your regular team meetings or as a separate 

session, to share knowledge you have all gained from any source in the previous period. 

Select any pieces of knowledge that, as a group, you feel  need to be turned into action. 

• Have your manager articulate your knowledge for action ideas in their own 

management meeting.     

 

The biggest challenge facing the retail industry is not the internet, the economy, 

globalisation, new competition, new technology, government regulations or any other 

factor in the external environment, but rather acquiring the organisational ability to 

innovate and reframe. All the external factors ever do is give everybody the same 

opportunity. When a business gains the organisational ability to innovate, they can reframe 

to adapt to any changes that may happen externally.  Organisational ability to innovate 

means having embedded processes that ensure innovation can be operationalised quickly 

and that the flow of new initiatives keeps coming. Without these embedded processes, any 

attempts to reframe are likely to fail. We argue that the inability to reframe is the 
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underlying reason behind high profile retail business failures, empty shops and the parade 

of retail CEOs presenting their latest set of bad results. It’s not the external environment 

that is causing these retailers to struggle because it’s the same environment that’s allowing 

other retailers to thrive – it’s the lack of embedded innovation processes. 

Some believe that innovation is about inspirational ideas and inspirational leaders 

and not about organisational ability. There is nothing wrong with inspirational leaders or 

inspirational ideas, but they are rare. They are also often no match for organisations who 

simply don’t have the ability to innovate. These organisations often have old ways of  

thinking so embedded in their processes and culture that innovation doesn’t stand a 

chance. Match an inspirational leader and an inspirational idea with embedded processes 

of innovation and you have an unbeatable combination.    

A Gareth story - My grandfather was a coal miner. When he retired, he became a 

comedian in the clubs of North East England. As a 10-year-old, I was lucky enough to be 

the sounding board for his new material. Most of it concerned incontinence (which must 

have resonated with his audience demographic), but it’s a story on another topic that has 

stayed with me. It’s about a race horse trainer who isn’t winning many races. He decides 

on a radical strategy to cut costs by reducing feed to the horses, the number of jockeys on 

staff and so on. He wins fewer races but, for the first time in many years, the stables are 

profitable. The next year he doubles down. Costs are reduced again and even though he 

wins even fewer races, the profit at the stables increases. News of the stable’s success gets 

out and the trainer becomes something of a media celebrity. He is invited to speak at 

conferences and is the go-to media head for anything to do with horse training. In the third 

year, the trainer doubles down again but unfortunately, half way through that year, he has 

to call a press conference to announce that all the horses are dead! 

As retailers, our race is the race for customers. Our job is to win races. When we 

win races, sales increase, opportunities increase for our team and suppliers, and profits 

increase as our costs become a smaller proportion of sales.  When we lose races, sales 

decrease, opportunities for our team and suppliers decrease and profit can only be 

sustained if expense reductions cover reduced sales. If we continue to lose races, the cycle 

repeats. Doubling down on expense reduction will keep the doors open in the short term, 



 22 

but will only lead to the death of the business in the long term.  How many times have you 

seen it? I don’t need to mention names. It’s happening in plain sight right now wherever in 

the world you’re reading this. 

 Customers are the foundation of every retail business. If we lose them, we must 

get the ones who remain to spend more or cover their loss with expense savings. It’s much 

better to win customers, but in today’s retail market it is definitely getting harder. 

Competition from international and online operators is intense and customers, armed with 

smartphones, are savvier than ever. The retail tactics that once won the race for customers 

are no longer enough.  Some retailers have reacted by attempting to create one horse 

races they can’t lose. They buy competitors or saturate the market with outlets,  but the 

market doesn’t like one horse races and won’t allow them for long. Others have tried to 

win by discounting, but winning customers this way involves much lower margins and 

requires a significant rise in sales volumes to be viable.  The only sustainable strategy to 

win the race for customers is to innovate.   

Can you imagine a tennis player winning Wimbledon today with a wooden racket? 

It’s a crazy idea, but some retailers believe they can still win the race for customers using 

last-century tactics. By doing something different that benefits your customers, generates 

a return for the business and aligns with your purpose, races can be won. Sometimes 

expectations for financial return and business purpose need to be revised to match the 

new competitive landscape and new customer values, but this can and is being done. Even 

some of the biggest and historically most successful of retail businesses like Walmart, 

Target (USA), Starbucks, H+M and Inditex have changed the way they compete and are 

winning customers again.  

It’s time to get ready to innovate. If the conversation in your business is always 

focused on profit, try and widen that focus to customer counts. As we have seen, these are 

the real driver of profitability in your business.  Open every meeting on business 

performance with a discussion about customer counts. Why are they up, why are they 

down and what is their relationship to basket size and profitability?  

Next, if you are in control of an expense budget, allocate funds to innovation 

projects. You may have no projects to fund yet, but it won’t take long and nothing 

guarantees failure more than lack of resources. A popular way of allocating resources is the 
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so called 70/20/10 method.22 70/20/10 was originally developed for workplace learning, 

but has been co-opted to innovation budgeting. Retailers such as Yum foods allocate 70% 

of budgeted expenses to core business, 20% for innovation projects that will launch within 

the financial year and 10% for longer-term projects. This means innovation starts each year 

with budgeted resources, but that those resources are subject to control just like the rest 

of the budget. 70/20/10 also ensures that the projects with the most prospect of delivering 

a yield in the current year get the bulk of the innovation funding.        

Innovation is risky but, in today’s environment, the risks of not innovating are 

potentially terminal and much higher than the risks of innovating. We must win the race 

for customers or die. Innovation is the new safe place for retailers 

In this chapter, we learned that the retail industry has a genuine existential crisis 

and needs to be reframed. Reframing doesn’t mean throwing away traditional retail 

fundamentals – it means adding new capabilities that respond to the changing 

environment.  Knowing ‘what’ is happening in the retail environment is much less 

important than knowing ‘how’ to change because acquiring the organisational capacity to 

change is by far the most important challenge facing the industry. Those retailers who have 

it are thriving while those that don’t are failing.  

There will be barriers to achieving change from internal and external stakeholders. 

Some will believe that retail does not need to be reframed, but that doubling down on 

traditional fundamentals is the way to cope with the disrupted environment.  Others will 

believe that reframing simply means finding the best new ideas in the market or hiring an 

inspirational leader rather than building an innovation culture and processes in your 

business. It’s time to take on the responsibility of convincing our stakeholders that the 

biggest challenge facing the industry is not technology, globalisation or new forms of 

competition but acquiring the ability to innovate.  

 

 
22 Lombardo, M. and R. Eichinger (1987). "The 70/20/10 Model." Centre for Creative Leadership, Colorado. 
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This is an edited extract from an essential new book by Gareth Jude and Andrew 

Smith. In the next chapters, we look at:  

• Why innovation can be particularly hard for retailers, but how the blockers of 

innovation built into retail operating models can be turned into an advantage. 

• Retail innovation as a process – introducing our six-stage, eighteen-step ‘ReFrame’ 

process for retail innovation. 

o Re-set your foundations – how to build a launch pad and the importance of 

organisational purpose, culture and team alignment. 

o Filter the right ideas using the golden rule – innovation ideas are usually 

abundant in retail organisations, but many should not be pursued.   Following 

the ‘golden rule’ will help you find the best and most sustainable ones. 

o Get innovation Ready – why it can’t be done without sponsorship, cross-

functional teams and adequate resourcing. 

o Analyse and design the solution – How to do retail prototyping properly. 

o Make the design and scale it - How to roll out a successful innovation initiative. 

o Embedding new initiatives into the fabric of the business- How to normalise the 

new. 

• Rinse and repeat – How to ensure that reframing is more than just one idea successfully 

deployed. 

 

Gareth  got his  first job in a retail store long ago in a land faraway. The last 20 years 

have been spent in a variety of  management and consulting roles including stints as CEO 

of an Australian sporting goods retailer and as group wide merchandise/marketing and 

store planning manager for the DSE division of Woolworth’s. In the latter role, he led the 

launch of Australia's first full range, fully trading web site by a traditional retailer.  

Gareth is passionate about educating the next generation of retailers and has done 

so at Sydney, Macquarie, UTS and Shanghai Jiao Tong Universities.  
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In 2011 Gareth was appointed Retail Industry Executive in Telstra’s Industry 

Development team where he published six research papers on the digital disruption of the 

industry. He also conceived and staged the annual "Retail Innovation Summit" with 

partners Adobe, Grant Thornton, Intel, Microsoft and NORA.  

In 2019 Gareth became Co-Founder & Asia Pacific Leader of ThinkUncommon. He 

is also a PhD candidate at University of Sydney 

Andrew started his working life as a Pilot, but quickly realized that he wanted to 

spend his time with people, not planes.  He fell in love with the Retail Industry from the 

moment he started selling phones on the shop floor for Australia's largest telco. His passion 

for leading people led to management roles in his first year in the industry.  Andrew went 

on to perform several central-support leadership roles from Technology, Innovation, 

Operations, Productivity & Workforce Management, ultimately becoming the Head of 

Retail Operations for Telstra in Australia in 2014 at the age of 30. It was in this role that 

Andrew led the team that opened Telstra’s internationally recognized and award-winning 

flagship stores, as well as a successful innovation strategy that boosted customer 

experience, sales performance, productivity and reduced operating costs.   

In 2017 Andrew took on a transformation role to create Telstra's international, all-

segment and all-product Customer Experience strategy.   In 2019 Andrew became Co-

Founder & Americas Leader of ThinkUncommon.  

https://www.thinkuncommon.com 

 

 


