ECONOMIC & BUSINESSES
E-COMMERCE

ONLINE RETAIL NOW AN INDISPENSABLE
STRATEGY FOR BRICK-AND-MORTAR STORES
Over the past decade, some small brick-and-mortar businesses have adopted e-commerce tools
to enhance their exposure to local markets and offer customers an additional way to engage with
the business. Due to the pandemic, e-commerce trends are rapidly accelerating and have become
a necessity to survive rather than an added value. Several challenges exist for e-commerce and
related industries in the form of pre-pandemic regulations, infrastructure, and workplace safety.
It will take a concerted effort on the part of businesses and local governments to eliminate many
of these challenges. Below are some ideas that business owners and local officials may wish to
consider when trying to support local businesses who adopt e-commerce to survive.

Ambler Main Street’s
website displays local
business’s information
and operating status while
Collegeville is creating an
interactive webmap.

ADOPT AN OMNI-CHANNEL SALES APPROACH
Many large- and medium-scale retailers have adopted omni-channel sales strategies that integrate
brick-and-mortar operations with an Internet presence in an effort to increase sales and exposure
to their customers. They have allowed their websites to act as both a virtual store and virtual
stockroom, giving customers the choice to have their purchases delivered or pick them up in a
local store. Small businesses can remain viable during lockdowns or complement in-store sales
while social distancing by establishing online stores and identifying inventories. A web presence
can also help facilitate curbside pickup. Temple University’s Institute for Business and Information
Technology offers free assistance in creating or modifying online retail components for small
businesses. Visit https://ibit.temple.edu/digitize-your-business-to-cope-with-covid/.

KEY TAKEAWAYS
•

Businesses and local governments need
to collaborate to strengthen retail viability
during the pandemic.

•

Local governments can reduce regulatory
barriers, provide practical guidance, and
promote local businesses.

•

E-commerce adoption can help
businesses transition smoothly between
operating phases.

E-commerce
sales constituted

11.8%
of total retail sales in
1st Quarter 2020

Source: US Census Bureau, Quarterly Retail
E-Commerce Sales
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“Already, the crisis has
changed the e-commerce
landscape, with businesses
and customers more willing
than ever to interact online
and experiment with new
services. Governments need
to play their part and make
sure that the e-commerce
sector can reach its full
potential in this public
health and economic crisis.”
– Christoph Ungerer and Alberto
Portugal, Brookings Institution
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HELP LOCAL BUSINESSES
FACILITATE CURBSIDE PICKUP BY
ADAPTING LOCAL REGULATIONS
AND DESIGN STRATEGIES
Larger retailers, such as Walmart and Target,
are able to implement curbside pickup in their
parking lots, but Main Streets and smaller
shopping centers may need help from their
municipalities. Previous curb space devoted to
on-street parking could give way to designated
curbside pickup space for customers and
delivery drivers. Local officials should review
the parking allocation in their business districts
and provide an efficient permitting process to
facilitate pickup space where reasonable.

CREATE A CENTRAL HUB
FOR MAIN STREET OR COMMERCIAL
CENTER INFORMATION THAT IS
UPDATED ON A REGULAR BASIS
A critical way that local officials can aid
their business districts is by distilling and
disseminating regulations and updated
business information to the public. Websites,
social media accounts, or mobile applications
can be used to organize and present business
hours, restrictions, and direct website links
for a business area. One local example is
provided by Ambler Main Street and can be
accessed online at www.amblermainstreet.org/
help-support-your-local-ambler-businesses.
Collegeville is also currently working on a
webmap product for its business corridor in
conjunction with its updated revitalization plan.

CONSIDER THE IMPACT OF
DELIVERY APP SERVICE FEES
ON SMALL RESTAURANTS
Sit-down restaurants have had to halt normal
operations and switch to a takeout/delivery
business model. Delivery apps, such as
UberEats, Doordash, and Grubhub, allow
more restaurants to connect with customers
for swift delivery, but they may be harming
them at the same time with fees that reduce
revenue anywhere between 20 percent and
40 percent. While some large cities have
considered legislative caps on these fees, local
officials can also create or support initiatives
for restaurants on their own. Various groups
have pushed for more customers to directly call
restaurants for takeout instead of using delivery
apps. Economic development or Main Street
organizations could push marketing on social
media that promotes this type of grassroots
effort. In addition, local restaurants can be
encouraged to create a portal on existing
websites for customers to place orders and
make arrangements for pickup.

Some large stores, such as the Walmart above in
West Norriton, have been creating designated pickup
locations in their parking areas. Philadelphia allows
for temporary pickup zones, such as this one for a
restaurant on Main Street in Manayunk. Delivery also
remains a popular option for e-commerce, although
3rd party fees can limit profitability.

E-commerce
sales are projected
to rise and constitute

14.5%
of total retail sales
in 2020

Source: eMarketer, US Ecommerce 2020

