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1. [bookmark: _Toc191586728]Introduction
1.1 [bookmark: _Toc191586729]Introduction and Background

The COVID-19 epidemic seriously affected world retail operations and hastened the acceptance of technology to improve customer involvement and simplify business processes. Retailers were driven to quickly implement digital solutions to preserve business continuity with lockdowns, social distancing policies, and changing consumer behaviours (Richelieu, 2021). The crisis made clear how important technology is in enabling e-commerce, contactless payments, artificial intelligence-driven customer care, and automated supply chain management. Companies who efficiently used digital tools adjusted more to the changing retail scene, while those depending on conventional in-store models had great difficulties and had to make massive changes quickly.
Although retail technology usage rose before the epidemic, physical shop operations still took the stage. Though many companies had simple e-commerce systems, CRM systems, and inventory control tools, broad digital transformation was not yet a top concern. But COVID-19 drove this change, forcing stores to make investments in cloud-based solutions, omnichannel approaches, and artificial-intelligence-driven automation. While stores who had formerly used online platforms like Amazon and Shopify saw a notable increase in the number of third-party sellers, brands like Nike and Gucci made use of direct-to-consumer (DTC) business techniques changes. Sephora and Nike have used augmented reality (AR) and virtual reality (VR) shopping experiences, enabling customers to digitally test makeup with the assistance of a virtual artist or utilise Nike's SNKRS app to visualise how trainers appear on their feet before purchase.
Examining its effects on consumer interactions, operational efficiency, and long-term corporate strategy, this study seeks to investigate how this pandemic changed the function of technology in retail. Examining these changes helps the research to pinpoint important lessons and new patterns that will influence retail in a post-pandemic society.

[bookmark: _Toc191586730]1.2 Literature Review

Remote work was unusual in retail before COVID-19 since it depended on physical shopfronts and supply chain processes, however, the epidemic forced back-office operations, including marketing, finance, and customer service. Adopting remote work required the use of communication and teamwork tools, such as Microsoft Teams, Slack, and Zoom (McKinsey, 2021). Studies show that corporate staff effectively acclimated to digital workflows, but frontline retail staff members were unable to operate remotely (Mutebi & Hobbs, 2022) The spread of remote work has increased cybersecurity concerns, hence, companies were required to enhance data security policies (KPMG, 2021).
According to the publication (EditorialTeam, 2023), the luxury end was most affected, and projected fashion sales during the COVID-19 epidemic for 2020 were dropping by 30 to 40 percent. Months of closure endanger UK-listed fashion companies with "financial distress," and stock values were declining more quickly than the general stock market. Comprising £2.5 trillion, the industry has lost 40% of its share value since the beginning of the 2020 year. Given all the purchase changes and the closing of physical stores, several worldwide fashion companies were predicted to go bankrupt over the months during COVID-19, such as Debenhams, Topshop, and more (Dornbrack, 2024).
Research will be undertaken on the use of technology by retail enterprises for customer engagement and corporate operations prior to the COVID-19 pandemic. In a matter of months, the COVID-19 crisis has instigated years of transformation in the operational practices of businesses across all sectors and regions (O’Toole et al., 2020). A recent McKinsey Global Survey of executives indicates that their organisations have expedited the digitisation of customer and supply-chain contacts, as well as internal operations, by three to four years. The proportion of digital or digitally enabled products in their portfolios has advanced by an astonishing seven years (see Appendix 1) .
The demand for in-store personnel decreased as retailers adopted AI-driven chatbots and virtual assistants. Digital workflow automation improved back-office operations, as well as HR, scheduling, and payroll (Soolis, 2021). Cybersecurity safeguards were enhanced to safeguard confidential corporate data as remote access expanded.
Retail hybrid work models ensured seamless in-store and remote collaboration by incorporating cloud-based point-of-sale (POS) systems and flexible scheduling tools. These technological advancements enhanced overall efficiency, enabling stores to remain operational and adapt to the corporate environment.
Most participants in the Covid-19 epidemic and today have adopted cloud computing, which stores, processes, and maintains data on remote computers. Retailers and supply chains have embraced it as well. Because of its security, scalability, and cost-effectiveness, cloud computing is attracting retailers of all kinds more and more. Micro-cloud computing lets users be closer to their consumers and other infrastructure without compromising performance or depending just on a large public cloud.
Robotics is a decades-old technology. Recent advancements including shopbots, domestic robots, store robots, delivery drones, and warehouse robots have accelerated robotics' impact on retailing (Grewal et al., 2021). Prior to COVID-19, in-store robots and delivery drones were rarely used. But the need for less social connection and distance has changed things. Robotics has  grown and increased retail automation after COVID-19. 
Before the epidemic, remote and hybrid work crept up. Between January and December 2019, 1 in 10 (12%) of UK workers worked at least one day from home in the previous week, and 1 in 20 (5%) did so regularly. Since pandemic restrictions were loosened, these numbers have gradually fallen but remain greater than pre-pandemic levels. Around 22% of the GB workforce worked from home at least once a week in September 2022, and 1 in 8 (13%) did so exclusively(Mutebi & Hobbs, 2022).
[bookmark: _Toc191586731]1.3 Aims and Objectives
[bookmark: _Toc191586732]1.3.1 Aims
To study how the COVID-19 epidemic has altered the role of technology in improving consumer interaction and optimising corporate operations, focussing on the key drivers, obstacles, and long-term implications of this digital transformation within retail.
[bookmark: _Toc191586733]1.3.2 Objectives
1. To investigate the utilisation of technology by retail businesses for customer contact and corporate operations before the COVID-19 epidemic.
2. To conduct research and compose a critical literature assessment on Covid-19's impact on retail technology use. To examine pandemic technological trends, including remote work, AI-enhanced customer service, automation, and cloud computing.
3.  To examine how retail enterprises utilised technology to enhance productivity, communication, and cooperation in distant and hybrid work settings.
4. To emphasize the prospects for sustained digital innovation in retail businesses and competitive advantage in a post-pandemic environment.
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[bookmark: _Toc191586735]2.1 Research Method
In the current investigation, the exploratory characteristics have been centred on a secondary quantitative research methodology that will be utilised. To provide insights into how digital technologies affect the adaption of technical solutions to the Covid-19 epidemic.  Developed and carried out a field research study to determine which technological modifications that were deployed have remained in place within the retail sector. 
A qualitative research methodology has been highly effective in understanding the experiences, perspectives, and challenges encountered by firms throughout digital transformation, particularly with technology advancements in retail. This method facilitates a comprehensive investigation of how retailers adapted to technological advancements both during and throughout the COVID-19 pandemic. According to (Apuke, 2017), the qualitative research approach entails the application and examination of numerical data through particular statistical procedures to address enquiries such as who, how much, what, where, when, how many, and how. It also delineates the methodologies for elucidating an issue or phenomenon by collecting data in quantitative form.

[bookmark: _Toc191586736]2.2 Research Methodology
Established by (Saunders et al.,2007), the research onion (Melnikovas, 2018) is among the most effective and widely used instruments for determining the steps a researcher must follow to define the stages a researcher needs to take to produce a strong methodology, so essential to a dissertation. With each layer guiding the following research phases, the research onion can be used in many different research methodologies.
First, the study philosophy calls for a precise definition, which will be reached by compiling secondary data, including analysis of official sites, surveys, and publications. This lays the first basis for the appropriate research technique, which is carried out in the next stage called Cross-sectional: compiling information from several publications and questionnaires. Thirdly, using a single research approach, which is applying secondary quantitative research methods via case studies and literature analysis. Replicability is the statistical approach applied in this quantitative research since its structured character makes a quantitative study intended to be repeatable by other researchers possible. The fourth stage, which looks at the results of data and literature, will follow this. The researcher will use an inductive method to evaluate the data and condense the research results. As is evident from starting with particular data, an inductive approach develops a general hypothesis or conclusion by use of them.   The fifth layer marks the phase of determination for the method of data collecting realism  data determination is a theory-driven process based on both quantitative and qualitative data that helps one to grasp how interventions produce results. Program and intervention evaluations frequently use it (Gilmore, 2019).
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[bookmark: _Toc191586739]3.1 Collection and Analysis 
With great volumes of data, secondary data collecting is a strong tool for quantitative research. Economic Reports: GDP, inflation, unemployment; Market Research Reports: Consumer Behavior Google Scholar: scholarly works including meta-analyses, Facebook insights, Twitter API, Data sources for analysis will be Google Trends, user trends.
[bookmark: _Toc191586740]3.2 Validity 
Making use of literature that is both up-to-date and trustworthy for the research. The passage of time is an essential component in the process of conducting a systematic review. It is also an important variable that must be considered when assessing the variety of research, and it is an essential factor in determining the outcome of a systematic review. As a foundation for evidence-based practice, the value of systematic reviews is reliant on the appropriate time frame considerations that are taken into account.
3.3 Reliability
To ensure that the statistics are accurate, the most recent reports will be utilised, and the most recent updates will be checked. Utilise a variety of credible sources to perform a cross-check in order to identify any instances of prejudice or inaccuracy. Will be looked for either datasets that are available to the public or ask organisations for permission?
3.4 Ethics
Clearly stating the goal and methods of the study, equitably choosing research subjects to maintain ethical standards, and following pertinent ethical principles help to ensure dissertation research is ethical.
[bookmark: _Toc191586742]3.5 Limitations
Limitations for a dissertation could include a limited word count, which can impede the use of multiple research approaches and proper time management, limited access to data, time limits, and methodological problems with data collecting tools. Making a Gantt chart to monitor and manage the many phases of the project would enable one to solve constraints (Saunders et al., 2007).
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The COVID-19 crisis has accelerated the digitization of customer interactions
by several years.
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