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In the rapidly evolving landscape of retail operations, a silent 
revolution is reshaping the way retailers manage their stores, supply 
chains, and customer experiences. Mobile autonomous robots 
(MARs)—once seen as futuristic novelties—have firmly established 
themselves as essential technologies driving measurable 
competitive advantage. What was once aspirational is now 
operational.   

Early adopters of MARs are reporting double-digit improvements in operational efficiency, 
inventory accuracy, and customer satisfaction. Meanwhile, retailers still operating with manual 
workflows and outdated tools are beginning to feel the pressure of a widening performance gap. 
Inaction is no longer a neutral choice—it’s a strategic liability.    

The Widening Competitive Divide 

Studies show that retailers who implemented autonomous mobile robots in the past 24 months 
have seen 20-25 per cent lower operational costs and 15-20 per cent higher inventory accuracy 
than their non-automated competitors.   

The reason is simple: MARs enhance operations by offloading routine, repetitive, and data-
intensive tasks that drain human productivity. These include inventory scanning, price validation, 
hazard detection, and planogram compliance. Robots operate continuously, even overnight, 
collecting and processing millions of data points with consistency and precision.   

Retailers relying solely on human labor and traditional handheld devices (like RF guns) simply can’t 
match this scale. While those teams check shelf tags and backroom stock one aisle at a time, MARs 
glide through store environments autonomously, feeding insights directly into enterprise systems. 
The result? Faster decisions, higher accuracy, and significantly more agile operations.   

This performance delta is compounding as robots collect data and learn with every shift. Machine 
learning algorithms enhance pattern recognition, route efficiency, and decision-making over time. 
Every day without automation is a day lost in an increasingly automated race.   
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“We delayed implementing autonomous robots for just 18 months, and that decision cost us an 
estimated $3.2 million in preventable losses,” admits the operations director at a mid-sized 
grocery chain. “By the time we deployed, competitors had already optimized through multiple 
cycles of iteration and learning.”   

Operational Agility: A New Retail Mandate 

In today’s climate of economic uncertainty, supply chain volatility, and labor shortages, 
operational agility has become a non-negotiable requirement. MARs are proving to be critical 
enablers of this agility, allowing retailers to adapt in real time to shifting demands and unexpected 
disruptions.   

A major grocery retailer that deployed a fleet of MARs reported being able to adjust its inventory 
plan within hours during a recent regional supply chain disruption, redirecting stock based on real-
time shelf data. Prior to automation, those decisions took days and were often based on outdated 
or incomplete information.   

Agility is not just about reacting; it’s about anticipating. With continuous store-wide scanning, 
autonomous robots build predictive models that help retailers prepare for seasonality shifts, 
promotional surges, and even localized consumer behavior trends.   

As retail consultant Martin Jelinek puts it: “MARs turn operational agility from a buzzword into a 
measurable outcome. They give retailers the ability to pivot faster and with more confidence.”   

MARs Free Associates to do Meaningful Work 

While manufacturers often highlight technical specifications—such as battery life, LIDAR systems, 
and onboard processing—the real value of MARs lies in the operational transformation they 
enable.   

1. Immediate Labor Redeployment: Retailers consistently report that automation frees staff from 
repetitive tasks. Instead of spending valuable time scanning shelves, associates are helping 
customers, cleaning the store, and merchandising.   One national chain saw a 30% boost in 
customer satisfaction scores after employees were redeployed to customer-facing roles.   

2. Data-Driven Awareness: Autonomous robots detect pricing errors, missing labels, misstocked 
items, and slip and fall hazards (like spills, excessive moisture, and loose impediments) with 
pinpoint precision. These issues often go unnoticed by overburdened human teams but are flagged 
in real time by robots.   

3. Consistency and Reliability: Unlike humans, robots don’t get tired, distracted, or inconsistent. 
They execute every route with identical precision—even during holidays or overnight restocks.   

4. Scalable Efficiency: Unlike labor, which scales linearly with cost, robots can scale non-linearly. 
A grocer that expanded from 5 to 25 MARs tripled its scan frequency with no additional labor cost. 
That means better data, better decisions, and better margins.   

Far from replacing human workers, MARs become digital teammates—handling the mundane so 
humans can handle the meaningful.   

The Hidden Cost of Waiting 

Many retailers are stuck in analysis paralysis, waiting for perfect conditions or more budget clarity 
before investing in automation. But delay comes at a steep—and often invisible—price.   
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1. Data Blindness: Every day without robots is a day without critical data. Competitors are 
collecting shelf conditions, pricing accuracy, and traffic flow analytics that feed into real-time 
optimizations.   

2. Integration Lag: As automation demand surges, integration lead times stretch. Some retailers 
now wait up to 14 months for full deployment. Waiting today means being behind tomorrow.   

3. Diminishing Returns: The highest ROI scenarios—like pricing compliance and inventory audits—
are already being captured by early adopters. Late entrants face higher bars to prove impact.   

4. Talent Attraction Risk: Tech-savvy professionals increasingly prefer to work in forward-looking 
environments. A lack of automation can hinder recruitment and retention.   

5. Growing Accuracy Delta: Retailers with MARs show 12–25 per cent higher inventory accuracy 
than manual operations, leading to better stock availability, fewer markdowns, and happier 
customers.  

6. Productivity Gaps: Store associates supported by automation complete tasks up to 30 per cent 
faster, leading to tighter execution and more resilient operations.   

7. Customer Experience Divide: Retailers using MARs report a 15-point higher Net Promoter Score 
(NPS) on average. Robots help maintain a clean, well-stocked, and efficiently managed store—all 
of which customers notice.   

The most dangerous cost of all? The Compounding Knowledge Deficit. MARs learn every shift they 
operate, building proprietary insights into layout optimization, shelf health trends, and labor 
productivity. These learnings become competitive moats that late adopters will struggle to 
bridge.   

What Market Leaders Already Know 

Global retailers like Walmart, Carrefour, and Kroger aren’t dabbling in automation—they’re 
building their business models around it. For them, MARs aren’t a project. They’re a platform. 

Outcomes reported by early adopters: 

• 20–25 per cent fewer out-of-stock events 
• 25–30 per cent reduction in inventory carrying costs 
• 15–20 per cent higher planogram compliance 
• 20–25 per cent fewer labor hours spent on scanning and auditing 
• 50–75 per cent faster resolution of pricing errors 

This isn’t just incremental improvement—it’s operational transformation. 

“We initially projected a 24-month return on investment,” says a VP of Operations at a national 
grocery chain. “We hit that milestone in just 11 months. Waiting would’ve been a multimillion-
dollar mistake.” 

A recent McKinsey survey of retail executives found that 67 percent now view MARs as a ‘core 
operational capability,’ not a discretionary investment. 
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Use Cases That Matter 

The potential of autonomous robots is growing by the day, and so is the list of use cases for the 
solution.  The primary use cases are detecting anomalies within the operation.  For example, MARs 
detect and provide real-time alerts for out-of-stock conditions, on-shelf pricing mismatches with 
expected pricing, and identification of hazardous conditions within a store environment.  Some 
advanced solutions incorporate the ability to read RFID tags, providing precise, item-level visibility 
across locations.  There are solutions that include embedded tablets to display ads, promotions, 
and wayfinding tools that generate incremental revenue streams for the organization.   

One store operator summed it up well:  “There just aren’t enough hours in the day—or people in 
the budget—to do what the robot does before lunch.”   

The Path Forward: A Strategic Imperative 

The autonomous revolution is no longer theoretical. It’s practical, proven, and inevitable. For 
retailers, the path forward is clear—but not easy. Success won’t come from bolting robots onto 
legacy processes. It will come from reimagining store operations, where humans and machines 
work in harmony.  The most forward-thinking retailers are already scaling robot fleets across 
locations, integrating real-time data into labor models, planograms, and merchandising, and 
shifting from reactive firefighting to predictive, data-led management.   

The question is no longer “Should we automate?” It’s “How fast can we catch up?”  

Conclusion: The Urgency to Act 

Retail is entering a new era—one defined by autonomy, intelligence, and speed. In this 
environment, MARs aren’t luxury tech. They’re foundational infrastructure for operational 
excellence.   

The role of store associates is evolving—from repetitive task execution to customer engagement 
and revenue-generating activities.  MARs enable this shift by freeing up human teammates from 
monotonous shelf checks and inventory walks, providing continuous operational visibility into 
problem areas without operational disruption, and enabling proactive merchandising with up-to-
date planogram compliance and pricing feedback.   

While mobile autonomous robots offer transformative benefits, retailers face some 
implementation barriers that demand strategic planning and investment to overcome. Successful 
deployment requires comprehensive change management initiatives and extensive employee 
training programs to navigate workforce resistance, restructure operational workflows, and ensure 
seamless human-robot collaboration.  Additionally, retailers must establish robust data 
infrastructure capabilities to capture and analyze robot-generated insights, as inadequate data 
management systems risk underutilizing valuable analytics.  Lastly, operations may have potential 
limitations in stores with highly dynamic layouts or excessive clutter that hinders consistent 
navigation and scanning.   

Despite these challenges, the long-term operational savings, improved inventory accuracy, and 
enhanced shopper safety delivered by MARs often outweigh the initial costs.  These solutions 
typically pay for themselves in 12-18 months. Retailers that proactively invest in change 
management, data infrastructure, and store optimization position themselves to unlock a scalable 
competitive advantage.   

Retailers who move now will seize the advantage—gaining data, flexibility, efficiency, and insight. 
Those who wait will fall behind—losing market share, margin, and mindshare.   
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As retail technology expert Jenna Williams puts it: “The companies waiting for the ‘perfect time’ 
to deploy autonomous robots will find themselves perfectly positioned—for obsolescence.”  

The autonomous revolution is not approaching. It’s already here.   

This is not just about robots—it’s about building the store of the future: dynamic, responsive, and 
resilient.  The autonomous revolution is not approaching. It’s already here. And for forward-
thinking retailers, the question isn’t if they should implement MARs—it’s how soon they can scale 
them.  

Will you lead it—or be left behind?   

 

 
 


