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The recent downturn caused many retailers to inquire “How can we do this more effectively”?  Retailers re-examined a variety of functions and procedures, especially as staffing levels were reduced, sometimes very significantly.  Creative re-invention of various retail functions is, however, one of the “silver linings” of this so-called “Great Recession.”
Without doubt, the “re-trenchment of retail” – especially personnel reductions – was painful, but many of the re-examinations, re-creations, and re-inventions are inevitably destined to bear fruit for years to come.  Here are some examples:
1. Many retailers, especially garment retailers, have thoroughly scrutinized sourcing, brand direction, as well as vendor relationships.

2. Several retailers who invested in technology have reaped significant gains, especially in inventory management.
3. On the financial side, several retailers have updated their AP systems as well as vendor contracting standards (e.g., re-articulation of CSR and other ethical standards, examined on-site inspection and testing, and re-invented PO systems).
4. On the store development side (particularly with the slow down of new store growth):

a. Retailers have had the opportunity to re-examine a variety of basic tools, including leasing guidelines and standards, letters of intent, lease forms, SNDA’s, as well as estoppel documents.  Several retailers have re‑examined the relative priority of store development objectives, policies and positions.  Some retailers, especially those who are building (or re-building) their store development groups, are focusing on more effective procedures to obtain optimal results more efficiently and more reliably.
b. When engaged in this process, interdisciplinary exercises seem to have been quite productive.  For example, legal departments conferred with “intermediate users” (e.g., dealmakers) as well as “ultimate users” (e.g., finance, property management, and asset management) concerning the end product of lease negotiations, i.e., the final lease and related documents, including lease summaries.  These processes included not only “front end” dealmakers, but also “back end” dispute resolvers.
c. Store Development personnel had occasion to re-think tools to evaluate store performance, as well as the related substance and timing of communications with landlords concerning underperforming stores.

d. Within the store development umbrella, many retailers “modernized” antiquated and inadequate leasing systems.

5. Some retailers re-thought the organization of various retail functions or even larger aspects of the company and its affiliates (both for tax and business driven purposes).
6. Without doubt, the “leaning” of companies gave some more impetus to “greening” of companies (e.g., people creatively learned to employ technology more effectively to use less paper).
7. Some retailers re-though communication patterns, evaluating the type, number and kind of meetings as well as the number, type, organization and length of internal communications (especially ubiquitous emails with unnecessarily long lists of cc’s).

8. Several retailers used this downturn in employment to attract very experienced talent.

In my experience, the retailers who have embraced these exercises have been largely successful, are already reaping the benefits, and are likely to continue to do so well into the future.
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