The Supply Chain Digital
Transformation Gap: How Retailers
can Leapfrog to the Front

When retail executives talk about “supply chain
digital transformation,” Walmart and Amazon are two
examples that come to mind. Both have invested for
decades building highly automated logistics
networks.

Other very large retailers operate this way and are
even beginning to integrate insights from their Al
models into their supply chain operations systems.
But many of the 300 or so other smaller $1
billion-plus retailers and their 3PLs have been much
slower to leverage digital transformation. And they
are suffering new competitive pressures because of
it.

These later adopters now have a significant
opportunity, though. Later adopters to tech often
can leapfrog competitors quickly at a much lower
cost, and that opportunity exists for many retailers
today.

The problem often is a failure to recognize this
opportunity, and a gap in the transformation model
that they're using. Recognizing the opportunity and
closing that gap will require a fundamentally different
approach than the one they have used to get where
they are.

THE GAP IS REAL, AND IT IS WIDENING

The leadership teams at lagging retailers often know,
in general terms, that they should be more advanced,
and that digitization is critical to be competitive.
What's less well understood is how structural the
reasons for the gap actually are.

Economic conditions in 2026 are disproportionately
squeezing retailers smaller than the very biggest.
Inflation, higher interest rates, rising labor costs, the
impact of tariffs, border regulations, and record high
diesel costs fall harder on these smaller firms than on
the retailers with the balance sheet to absorb them,
or the negotiating leverage to pass them upstream.
According to Deloitte’s 2026 “Retail Industry Global
Outlook”, 66% of retail executives have brought
onshoring or nearshoring of supply chains into their
operational planning. This is a real strategic shift, but
one that requires exactly the kind of capital
investment that's hardest to make in this
environment. Many retailers report that capital
constraints and procurement delays are stalling the
warehousing and distribution expansions that their
strategy calls for.

Meanwhile, the talent side of the gap is just as real.
Roughly 40% of retail businesses report struggling to
fill positions requiring digital competency, and that
shortage is most acute in exactly the roles — logistics
and frontline operations — required for supply chain
transformation. A very large retailer can build an
internal engineering organization dedicated to
improving supply chain systems; a $10 billion retailer
with a lean corporate team may be challenged to do
that.

And the pressure to close the gap is intensifying, not
easing. 88% of retail leaders now say that real-time
visibility into supply chain changes is essential to
customer loyalty — a bar that keeps rising as
consumers now expect the digital experiences that
Amazon and Walmart already deliver. Nearly all
logistics leaders expect to restructure their
third-party logistics partnerships in the near term,
which only works if the retailer has the internal
visibility and systems to manage that transition well.

www.ViziApps.com



WHY THE GAP EXISTS:
A MODEL PROBLEM,
NOT A WILLPOWER PROBLEM

It's worth being precise about why this gap persists,
because the answer determines what needs to be
done to close it.

The digital transformations that got Walmart,
Amazon, and others to where they are today began
long ago, and were, compared to today’s
technologies, expensive. As a dot com, Amazon was
digital from day one; that was part of its culture. And
it kept expanding that footprint, always looking for
ways to improve its operational efficiency and
delivery speed.

Walmart started digitizing operations even before
Amazon. In the 1970s, Walmart was using automated
replenishment to keep products in stores well
stocked. It was leasing IBM mainframes that, in
today’s dollars, cost over a million dollars a year.
Fifteen years ago, it began real-time data updates
with analytical Al.

But digital technology has steadily declined in costs
for decades. The $900 computer on your desk today
or in your hand is orders of magnitude more powerful
and many orders of magnitude less expensive than
the computing systems of the 1970s to 1990s.

For a retailer with $1 billion to $10 billion in revenue,
what Amazon and Walmart invested isn't realistic,
and today it isn't necessary. The gap is in the thinking
that it still is.

For example, mobile apps are the critical frontline
supply chain technology linking workers with
enterprise data, edge computers, and, in some
companies, Al that can provide instant feedback and
direction. Ten to fifteen years ago, mobile apps cost
tens or hundreds of thousands of dollars each, and
took months to develop. Today, ViziApps and other
companies provide rapid application development
(RAD) tools; mobile apps can be created in a few
days for a fraction of the cost.

A multi-year digital transformation designed from the
top down isn‘t necessary. A perpetual transformation
that is ever ongoing and involves input from frontline
workers is the new, rapid, affordable model.

THE FACTOR NOBODY
TALKS ABOUT: DEPLOYMENT,
NOT DEVELOPMENT

Even when retailers embrace mobile devices to
replace clipboards, they often become frustrated at
how long it takes to get new mobile tools into secure
production use by their logistics frontline workers.

For mobile apps, that critical link for retail supply
chain digital transformation, the challenge isn't rapid,

affordable  development, it's secure rapid
deployment.
Rapid application development - no-code and

low-code platforms, and now Al-assisted app
builders - has genuinely solved how quickly a mobile
prototype or POC app can be built. A retailer's
operations team, or a lean IT group, can now build
such a demo app for a specific warehouse task in
days. That part of the technology landscape has
improved enormously and is broadly available,
regardless of a retailer's size or budget.

But building the app isn‘t the bottleneck. Getting a
finished app through enterprise security reviews,
data integration, app user identity and access
management, device provisioning, and governance
approval - and released onto frontline workers’
devices - is where the calendar time goes. And this
part of the problem is, if anything, harder for a
smaller retailer than a large one, because a smaller IT
organization has fewer people to run the review and
testing processes and less appetite to take on
incremental security risks without a large, dedicated
security function behind them.

So even if a retail supply chain team can build a
warehouse app in a one to two weeks, they may still
watch it sit for months waiting for security and
integration reviews. A small IT security team can only
get to it when they have bandwidth. The frustrating
result: modern development tools promised speed,
and the promise mostly evaporates at the
deployment stage.
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WHY THE OLD MODEL DOESN'T FIT -
AND WHAT DOES

As noted, today a smaller retailer does not need to
replicate  Amazon's fulfillment automation or
Walmart's decades of custom engineering to close a
meaningful part of the supply chain digitization gap.
Most of the operational value in supply chain digital
transformation doesn't come from the automation
itself - it comes from the data and the frontline human
decision-making that connects to it. And that layer
can be transformed incrementally, workflow by
workflow, with positive ROl being realized for each
project.

This is where mobile apps, deployed differently,
change the economics of the problem entirely.

Instead of a single, very costly multi-year complex
initiative to replace or overhaul core systems, today a
retailer can transform its supply chain operation one
workflow at a time —

Real-time onboarding with an app containing
instructions for this month’s new hires

Faster, more accurate dock receiving next
month

Stronger safety and compliance inspections the
following month

Easier hazardous materials handling after that
And so on

— with each individual app delivering specific,
measurable returns before the next one starts.

Over time, this approach optimizes the DC worker
productivity at an affordable price. This is not a
smaller version of the large-retailer transformation
model. It's a structurally different model, built around
agile, incremental deployments rather than huge
upfront and ongoing capital requirements.

The architecture that makes this possible is the
embedding of the app development and
deployment environment inside the retailer's IT
security perimeter, so that every new app inherits the
necessary security, identity, and governance controls
automatically instead of requiring an individual
review. For a smaller IT team, this is arguably even
more valuable than it is for a large one - it means a
lean security function doesn't have to review each
new workflow app individually, because the
environment itself was reviewed and approved once
for all such apps.
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What this looks like in practice, within a retailer’s four
walls, is not exotic. It's the same category of apps
that any distribution center needs, built and
deployed fast. This doesn't require replacing a WMS
or renegotiating an ERP contract. Each app is a
contained project with a visible return, buildable and
deployable in days rather than quarters.

THE Al OPPORTUNITY MID-MARKET
RETAILERS CAN ACTUALLY CAPTURE

There's a version of the Al conversation that assumes
a retailer needs its own data science organization, its
own proprietary models, and a multi-year Al
roadmap to participate. Generative Al has changed
that. That outdated version of the story is, once
again, written from the perspective of a retailer with
Walmart's or Amazon's scale and financial resources.

Now, Al adoption for a retailer can run through the
frontline mobile app layer, not through a standalone
Al mega-initiative. A mobile workflow app can
capture inputs as text, images, and audio, and send
those into an Al model for immediate feedback and
instructions on defect detection, plain-language
exception handling, or a conversational assistant that
doesn't require the retailer to build or train Al models
from scratch; it securely connects to a Generative Al
models that already exist. These operational inputs
make those models progressively more accurate for
that retailer's specific facilities, and the instant Al
responses quickly make frontline workers more
efficient and profitable. This two-way conversation is
impactful and represents a meaningfully lower bar
than a from-scratch enterprise Al program, and it's
available to a $1 billion retailer on largely the same
terms as much larger firms.

This matters because roughly 30% of retailers now
use Al for supply chain monitoring, risk assessment,
and visibility, and that number is steadily growing. A
retailer that waits for a large, formal Al strategy
before starting is falling behind in a critical area
where the actual barrier to entry, at the mobile app
layer, is lower than most leadership teams assume.
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WHAT THIS MEANS FOR A
$1B-$50B RETAILERS

Three practical implications follow from all of this.

Don’t benchmark your digital transformation plan
against Walmart's or Amazon's scale of
investment. The relevant comparison is not “how
much did they spend,” but “how quickly can a
workflow-level improvement reach and impact my
frontline workers.” That's a metric — Time to
Frontline — that smaller retailers can compete on
quickly, independent of overall technology budget
size. The answer, in many cases, is days, not weeks or
months.

Start with a workflow that has a clear, contained
return. Dock receiving, safety and compliance
inspections, onboarding new peak seasonal workers,
and vendor error correction are common starting
points precisely because the business case is
self-evident and the scope is naturally bounded. A
visible early win builds the internal case — and the
internal trust — for expanding the model across the
rest of the operation.

Prioritize deployment architecture over any single
app or project. The first app may be a proof of
concept. With its success, you can go on to
addressing the deployment architecture that will get
future apps into the hands of your frontline workers
rapidly. A retailer that treats each app as its own IT
project never closes the gap, because every project
restarts the same slow review cycle. On the other
hand, a retailer that solves the deployment
architecture for all future apps realizes rapid benefits
from each subsequent app and creates a competitive
advantage that keeps growing and growing.

IT retains security and governance control, and
logistics operations teams rapidly create and deploy
the mobile tools their workers need to improve
supply chain performance. All of this without
changing your company’s IT infrastructure or security
rules or exposing your proprietary data to some SaaS
vendor outside your security perimeter.

CLOSING THE DIGITAL
TRANSFORMATION

GAP IS A REALISTIC GOAL —
NOT AN ASPIRATIONAL ONE

The gap between Walmart, Amazon, and the rest of
the $1 billion-plus retailer sector is real, and today’s
economic environment is making it harder to close
through  the  transformation  model  those
mega-retailers originally used. But that was then.
Today, ViziApps can enable a faster, more affordable
alternative.

A mobile-led approach — with apps deployed
through an architecture built for speed rather than a
single capital-intensive overhaul — gives smaller
retailers a realistic way to close a meaningful part of
this digital gap over quarters, not years. The frontline
data captured along the way becomes the
foundation for the Al capability that increasingly
defines competitive advantage in this sector. And
because the model scales incrementally, a retailer
doesn't need Amazon's balance sheet to start — only
the first workflow, and an architecture that lets the
next one move just as fast. The benefits grow,
compound, and accelerate.

ViziApps built its platform specifically for this
problem: embedding rapid mobile app development
and deployment inside a retailer's existing IT security
perimeter, so a retailer's operations team can achieve
the increased inventory velocities and reduced cost
benefits of Al-enabled apps, without complex
enterprise level mega project investments and
adoption schedules.

If you want to understand where your supply chain
operation stands and what a realistic first workflow
app would look like, talk with us. We've helped a
retailer with 50,000-plus mobile devices move fast.
We can help you close the gap, too.

Talk with ViziApps today.
sales@viziapps.com - 617-454-4224 - www.ViziApps.com

VIalI

www.ViziApps.com



