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Abstract

The rapid advance of Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR)
technologies, particularly artificial intelligence (Al), is
transforming the retail sector. Al is revolutionising retail by
enabling personalised shopping experiences, enhancing
customer service through chatbots and virtual assistants,
optimising inventory management, enabling dynamic pricing,
improving visual search, detecting and preventing fraud, and
enriching in-store experiences with smart mirrors and Al-
powered robots. This technological shift, however, has created
a significant skills gap in South Africa’s retail workforce. This
study explores strategies to bridge this gap and to ensure
workforce adaptability in the 4IR era. Using a qualitative
approach rooted in interpretivism, insights were drawn from
interviews with retail experts and higher education
stakeholders. The research focused on two areas: examining
key digital trends in South Africa’s retail sector, and assessing
the role of work-integrated learning (WIL) in fostering
collaboration between academia and industry. The findings
highlight noteworthy 4IR trends, such as the rise of online
retail and Al innovations, and underline WIL as crucial to
equipping graduates with industry-relevant skills. Challenges
such as securing WIL placements and post-WIL employment
are identified, and strategies are proposed to standardise WIL
programmes and foster academia—industry partnerships to
ensure the resilience of South Africa’s retail workforce.
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1 Introduction and background

Advances in technologies such as big data analytics, the Internet of Things (IoT), robotics, and
customer self-service, along with the growing popularity of the metaverse and artificial intelligence
(AI), are having more of an impact retail than ever before. The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) is
part of a complex mosaic of profound transformations taking place in the world (Coetzee, Neneh,
Stemmet, Lamprecht, Motsitsi, & Sereeco, 2021; Peckham, 2021). This revolution, driven by rapidly
evolving technologies such as Al, creates new opportunities in retail through cyber-physical systems,
omni-channel and personalised sales, digital automation, and smart trade, thus improving adaptation
to consumer needs and increasing customer interaction (Bakharev, Mityashin, Katrashova, Strelnikov,

Bugaenko, & Karachev, 2021).

According to Park and Yoo (2021), notable 4IR technologies are leading to cost savings, increased
revenue, and more valuable experiences for consumers. Innovative technologies are transforming
retail environments and encouraging the digitalisation of the retail process (Rahman, Islam, Hossain,
Sulaiman, Chowdhury, & Hafez Nur, 2024). With the full impact of 4IR still unknown (Olaitan,
Issah, & Wayi, 2021), in retail it has already resulted in increased revenue new innovations, such as
automation, drop shipping (Oluwaseun, 2023), and self-service, creating more valuable consumer
experiences (Bakharev et al., 2021). Thus these technologies are re-calibrating the strategic direction

of retail and having a significant impact on its various facets.

Rotatori, Lee and Sleeva (2020) warn that the 4IR is driving a need for reskilling to prepare for the
future of work. The W&R SETA Sector Skills Plan emphasises curricula that align with the demands
of the labour market in the retail sector (W&R SETA, 2024). It is necessary to train future employees
who are future ready. It is crucial to develop modern curricula that equip graduates with the skills they
need for the rapidly evolving 4IR-powered retail sector. Research highlights a significant
misalignment between current curricula and sector-specific skills, particularly in 4IR-related
competencies, resulting in a skills gap (Tsiligiris & Bowyer, 2021). Retail employees lack the critical
skills and knowledge to stay abreast of industry trends. Emphasising future skills requirements, such
as those related to 4IR, would align educational strategies with industry demands and produce the

necessary skills in the retail sector(Woods, Doherty, & Stephens, 2022).

While the transformative impact of 4IR-driven technologies on retail environments and consumer
experiences has been studied (Park & Yoo, 2021; Rahman et al., 2024), research studies exploring
strategies aimed at future-proofing the retail workforce amid these transitions, particularly in the
South African context, remain scarce. Despite interventions aimed at alleviating the skills gap, Meyer
and Van Dyk (2022) have affirmed that embedding these future-fit skills into retailing curricula, based

on the relationship between retailing academia and industry, is still unclear. In addition, studies



confirm an alarming skills gap, with retail employees lacking the requisite knowledge and abilities to

keep pace with 4IR trends (W&R SETA, 2023). This prompts a deeper exploration of the issue.

Employing a qualitative research approach grounded in interpretivism, this study presents insights
gathered from retail sector experts and higher education stakeholders through semi-structured
interviews. The objectives are twofold: (a) to explore the key 4IR-driven digital trends in South
Africa’s retail landscape; and (b) to examine the role of WIL as a pathway for academia—industry

collaboration to bridge the skills gap.

2 Problem investigated

The 4IR is transforming various industries, including retail, by integrating advanced technologies
such as artificial intelligence (Al) (Olaitan et al., 2021), thus enhancing supply chain management,
increasing revenue, creating valuable consumer experiences, and promoting digitalisation and trust in
new technologies (M. Rahman, Islam Rana, Hossain, Bin Sulaiman, Chowdhury, & Nur, 2024).
Although such fast-paced technological changes present significant opportunities for the retail sector

in South Africa, they have also created a significant skills gap in the retail workforce.

The skills gap is a significant issue, with employees lacking the knowledge and capabilities to
leverage these new technologies effectively. Furthermore, there is a misalignment between higher
education curricula and the skills demanded by the retail industry. This misalignment exacerbates the
problem, as graduates are not adequately prepared to meet the evolving needs of the industry. While
the need for upskilling the retail workforce is acknowledged (Kikasu, Kamwendo, Xaba, & Matli,
2024; W&R SETA, 2023), there is a dearth of comprehensive studies on how to integrate 4IR skills
effectively into existing curricula in the South African context. In addition, while the significance of
WIL is recognised, there is a gap in understanding how WIL experiences could be leveraged to
develop 4IR skills effectively in retail. Investigating key 4IR-driven digital trends in South African
retail and the role of WIL in education could help to bridge the gap between academia and industry,

create relevant skill development initiatives, and improve the industry readiness of retail graduates.

3 Research areas of investigation

In view of the background of the study and the problem statement mentioned above, as well as the

aim of the study, the following research areas of investigation (RAIs) were identified:

e To explore the key 4IR-driven digital trends in South Africa’s retail landscape.
e To investigate the role of WIL in retail education as a strategy to bridge the gap between

academia and industry.



e To suggest managerial recommendations that would be vital for integrating 4IR skills into

retail curricula and training programmes in the South African higher education context.
4 Literature review

4.1 Overview of South Africa’s retail industry

According to Euromonitor (2023), the retail industry in South Africa faced numerous difficulties in
the operating environment, resulting in sluggish economic growth and persistently high levels of
unemployment. Euromonitor (2023) also notes that, in the long term, South African retail sales year-
on-year are projected to trend around 1.50 per cent in 2025 and 2.10 per cent in 2026. These figures
indicate lower growth rates, which reflect the challenging and dynamic environment of the retail
industry. This highlights the significance of continuous skill development and adaptation in the retail

sector to navigate and potentially to overcome the anticipated slow growth.

4.2 The Fourth Industrial Revolution

The Fourth Industrial Revolution (4IR) is part of a complex mosaic of profound transformations
taking place in the contemporary world (Coetzee et al., 2021; Peckham, 2021). While other 4IR
technologies are vital in retail, AI’s current level of development, wide-ranging applications, and
potential for immediate impact make it a priority focus for the South African retail sector. This is
because Al is driving the adoption of advanced technologies such as data analytics, machine learning,
and deep learning, unlocking unprecedented capabilities (Ibegbulam, Olowonubi, Fatounde, &

Oyegunwa, 2023).
Figure 1: Visualisation of 4IR-powered technologies
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4.2.1 Artificial intelligence

Copeland (2020) defines artificial intelligence (Al) as the ability of a digital computer or computer-
controlled robot to carry out tasks that are typically associated with intelligent beings. For retailers,
exploring 4IR digital trends means leveraging advanced technologies to remain competitive. Al,
which mimics human intelligence (Siau & Yang, 2017), is crucial in the retail sector for tasks such as
understanding language and making decisions. It extracts valuable data to analyse human behaviours
and patterns (Davenport, Guha, Grewal, & Bressgott, 2019), thereby enabling businesses to
understand purchasing attitudes and preferences better, enabling the development of well-structured
marketing strategies based on market trends (Geru, Micu, Capatina, & Micu, 2018). Studies have
shown that integrating Al into retail significantly influences consumer behaviour and shopping
preferences. For instance, a study conducted by Pillai, Sivathanu, and Dwivedi (2020) found that
consumers’ intention to shop at Al-powered automated retail stores is influenced by perceived ease of
use, usefulness, enjoyment, customisation, and interactivity. A study by Bhagat, Chauhan, and Bhagat
(2022) also showed that Al positively influences consumers’ buying behaviour. The current study,
through using a model, also shows that the integration of artificial intelligence enhances consumers’
purchase intention. Chatbots, in particular, have become a key tool in online marketing strategies,
allowing businesses to interact with customers in a human-like manner and transforming retail
experiences (Karam & Borna, 2020). In addition, Al is effective in social media, acting as a powerful
platform for data collection and analysis (Geru et al., 2018). This data-driven approach is also crucial
for personalising customer experiences, optimising pricing, managing inventory, and enhancing
customer service, ultimately driving sales and improving satisfaction (Woods et al., 2022). Al also
excels in data management, including extraction, acquisition, and processing from multiple sources,
significantly enhancing companies’ performance, especially in marketing (Nosalska & Mazurek,
2019).

Chatbots are considered one of the most advanced and promising applications, with virtual assistants
becoming a standard tool in modern brands’ online marketing strategies. These virtual assistants
enable businesses to interact with website visitors in a manner akin to human conversation, providing
appropriate responses to user inquiries and significantly transforming their retail experience (Karam

& Borna, 2020).

4.3 Work-integrated learning as a strategy to combat the skills gap

WIL is a higher education programme that equips students with employability skills, enhances their
career aspirations, and prepares them for professional environments through practical experience and
interactions with industry professionals (Jackson, 2015). Through practical work experience, WIL

allows students to develop critical thinking, problem-solving, communication, and teamwork skills by



applying theoretical knowledge to real-world problems, collaborating with colleagues, and navigating
workplace dynamics. In addition, WIL exposes students to professional etiquette, workplace culture,
and the norms and expectations of their chosen field, enabling them to develop a professional mindset
and to adapt seamlessly to the workplace environment (Fleming & Pretti, 2019). By bridging the gap
between academic learning and the demands of the job market, WIL provides graduates with a
competitive advantage as they demonstrate the key employability skills that are highly valued by
employers (Fleming & Pretti, 2019).

WIL bridges academia and industry by combining theoretical knowledge with practical experience,
requiring strong partnerships between educational institutions and businesses. Studies highlight
WIL’s benefits in South Africa, demonstrating its role in enhancing career prospects and preparing

graduates for the 4IR era (Dwesini, 2017; Govender & Wait, 2017).

Various studies have investigated the benefits of WIL in South Africa. Table 1 below summarises the
key research findings that highlight the value of WIL in bridging the gap between academic learning

and industry’s demands.

Table 1: Summary of studies on WIL and its impact on graduate employability and skills

development

Author(s) Study Key findings

Lubbe and Svensson
(2022)

Work-integrated learning
(WIL) model — A win-win
process between university,
postgraduate business students,
and industry

WIL enhances employability and job
opportunities for postgraduate students by
matching industry needs with educational
skills.

Denise and Bonnie
(2022)

The contribution of different
types of WIL to graduate
employability

The findings confirm the positive impact of
WIL on skills development, but suggest
greater gains in collaborative skills and for
postgraduates from non-workplace WIL
experiences.

Global WIL opportunities highlighted as
valuable for developing highly desirable
adaptive skills in new graduates.

Govender and Wait
(2017)

WIL benefits for students’
career prospects

Students enjoy their WIL experience, gain
additional knowledge and skills, and are
exposed to various career opportunities.

Dwesini (2017)

The role of WIL in enhancing
employability

Graduates reported significant improvements
in self-confidence, communication skills,
teamwork skills, time management, and
professionalism as a result of WIL.

Source: Authors’ compilation




Table 1 shows that studies exploring WIL in the 4IR remain scarce. However, the reviewed studies
collectively highlight the significant benefits of WIL for students’ career prospects and employability.
Govender and Wait (2017) found that WIL enriches students’ knowledge, skills, and career
opportunities. Lubbe and Svensson (2022) emphasised that WIL aligns educational skills with
industry needs, enhancing the employability of postgraduate students. Denise and Bonnie (2022)
confirmed the positive impact of work-based WIL on skills development, with strong gains in
collaborative skills and adaptability. Dwesini (2017) reported notable improvements in graduates’

self-confidence, communication, teamwork, time management, and professionalism owing to WIL.

4.4 Theoretical foundations

This study relies on two key theories: human capital theory and the diffusion of innovation (DOI)
theory. These theories offer a comprehensive lens through which to explore strategies for future-
proofing South Africa’s retail workforce in the 4IR era, focusing on both the development of human
capital and the propagation of technological advances. The two theories are reviewed in the sub-

sections below.

4.4.1 Human capital theory

The human capital theory suggests that employees develop their knowledge, experience, and skills
through advanced education, training, development, and job changes (Marginson, 2019). According to
Marginson (2019), this theory proposes that education improves labour productivity, thus affecting
earnings. This means that developing human capital through learning and training enhances the
workforce’s ability to perform effectively (Mbithi, Mbau, Muthama, Inyega, & Kalai, 2021).
Therefore, nurturing human capital is crucial for successfully placing employees in private-sector jobs
and equipping retail graduates with the necessary skills for the retailing sector (Mseleku, 2022; W&R
SETA, 2024; Woods et al., 2022).

This study uses human capital theory to propose strategies for retail education at higher education
institutions (HEIs) to address the South African retail skills gap, thus aligning with the literature on
education, training, and development (Alao & Brink, 2022; Kikasu et al., 2024; Pitan & Muller,
2023).

4.4.2 Diffusion of innovation theory (Rogers, 1960)

Research on the diffusion of innovation can be attributed to the pioneering work of Everett Rogers in
1960. This foundational theory elucidates how novel ideas, practices, or products disseminate across a
social system over time (Rogers, 1960). The theory contends that four elements influence the spread

of a new idea: innovation, communication channels, time, and the social system. The diffusion of



ideas comprises five key stages: knowledge, persuasion, decision, implementation, and confirmation.
The theory further espouses that there are six categories of users of innovations: innovators, early

adopters, early majority, late majority, and laggards as shown in Figure 2 below.

Early Majority

Late Majority

Early Adopters

Laggards
Innovators

2.5% 13.5% 34% 34% 16%

INNOVATION ADOPTION LIFECYCLE

Figure 2: Diffusion of innovation theory
Source: Recchia and Recchia (2022)

The DOI theory also states that the adoption rate is influenced by the perceived attributes of the
innovation: relative advantage, compatibility, complexity, trialability, and observability. This study
applies the DOI theory to explain the acquisition of 4IR skills by South African retail employers and
employees, examining perceived attributes such as relative advantage and complexity (Rogers &
Shoemaker, 1971). It explores communication channels, maps the adoption process, analyses social
systems’ impact, and identifies adoption barriers and facilitators, providing insights for developing

educational curricula and training programmes for effective 4IR technology integration in retail.
5 Research methodology

5.1 Research paradigm

According to Bhattacherjee (2021), a research paradigm is a mental model or frame of reference
(belief system) or the beliefs that researchers use to organise their reasoning and observations. These
models influence the research designs and methodologies. This study was anchored in the
interpretivist research philosophy, emphasising the intricate and subjective nature of social
phenomena. Furthermore, the research methodology was based on a subjectivist understanding,
focusing on the nature of comprehension and perception. It delved deeply into participants’
perspectives, as Bryman (2017) has described. The primary aim was to illuminate the views and
experiences of academic professionals and individuals from the W&R sectors in South Africa about

the preparation of future job aspirants, and specifically of graduates.
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5.2 Research approach

Research typically adopts one of three ideological approaches: quantitative, qualitative, or mixed
methods, each with its distinct philosophical assumptions (Creswell & Creswell, 2018; Maringe,
2021). Quantitative research tests objective theories by examining the relationships among variables,
often using statistical tools (Bloomfield & Fisher, 2019). Qualitative research is interpretive and
naturalistic, providing rich descriptions of complex phenomena through methods such as interviews
and observations (Burdine, Thorne, & Sandhu, 2020). This approach also allows for a detailed
exploration of the research questions and objectives. Mixed methods combine both approaches,
offering a more comprehensive understanding by integrating diverse data types in order to address
complex research questions (Nair & Prem, 2020). For this study, a qualitative research approach was
chosen for its flexibility, cost-effectiveness, and ability to provide deep insights into complex
phenomena. According to Denzin and Lincoln (2017), qualitative research reveals the socially
constructed nature of reality. Denny and Weckesser (2022) note that it allows for the iterative
refinement of research questions, improving the understanding of participants’ perspectives. This was

particularly useful for the study’s complex, multi-component interventions.

5.3 Research instrument

In line with the qualitative research approach chosen for the study, open-ended interviews were
chosen as a potent tool to enable flexibility, which is often essential for understanding complex social
constructs (Burdine et al., 2020; Denny & Weckesser, 2022). Open-ended interviews were chosen
because they are valuable for gaining deeper insights, improving credibility and decision-making, and
fostering understanding and communication. Such interviews also served to build a harmonious
relationship between interviewer and interviewee, which would enhance collaborative knowledge

creation (Lee & Kim, 2020).

5.4 Sample and data collection

The study included three academic professionals and three industry representatives from the W&R
domain. This sample size allowed for an in-depth exploration of the subject matter (Shaheen &
Pradhan, 2019). Participants with extensive expertise in the South African W&R sector were targeted.
Educators teaching retail management and marketing courses in South Africa were identified through
professional networks. A similar approach was used to recruit industry representatives. Saturation was
reached after three interviews in each category, meaning that no new themes or information emerged
and indicating sufficient data collection. Interview schedules and consent forms were communicated
via email. The researchers used their contacts in Higher Education to ask permission and consent
before emails for consent were asked and the research agency assisted with contacts obtained directly

from the W&R SETA, following a similar approach. To ensure objectivity, an external qualitative



research firm conducted the interviews by calling the individuals from the W&R Seta database.
Academic professionals were chosen for their expertise in teaching retail management and marketing
in South Africa. Industry representatives were selected based on their experience in the South African
retail sector. This targeted approach aimed to gather informed perspectives from key stakeholders in

retail education and practice.

5.5 Data analysis

For the data analysis, thematic analysis was selected, as it facilitates identifying and examining
recurring patterns in qualitative data (Braun & Clarke, 2006). The study used an inductive analysis
approach, ensuring that the themes emerged directly from the data. The objective was to uncover key
patterns related to aligning educational frameworks with industry demands. Multiple data collection
methods provided a comprehensive view, enhancing the research’s credibility and reliability (Striepe,
2021). Despite the small sample size, thorough interview probing yielded valuable insights, ensuring
that the study’s outcomes remained valid (Weller et al., 2018). By using thematic analysis, this study
aimed to identify and analyse the key themes and patterns about better aligning thinking approaches
(such as curricula) and industry needs to incorporate the skills required by the wholesale and retail

environment.

To ensure trustworthiness and rigour, open-ended interviews and non-participant observations were
used for data triangulation, mitigating the limitations of a single-method approach. This, along with
member checking and peer debriefing (Hackley, 2019), validated the research findings and enhanced
their reliability (Striepe, 2021). Peer debriefing was conducted to enhance the reliability of the
findings by having an external qualitative researcher review and provide feedback on the data analysis
process. Iterative questioning, probing, and prompting in interviews revealed important insights from
the small sample size ensuring that its size did not influence the study’s conclusions (Weller et al.,

2018).

5.6 Ethics

Before the data collection, ethical approval (reference #2023SCiiS030) was obtained from the
University of Johannesburg’s School of Consumer Intelligence and Information Systems, and an
interview guide was provided to a qualitative research agency, which followed stringent ethical
protocols including informed consent, recording permission, confidentiality, and participants’ right to

withdraw without consequences.

6 Results and findings

This section discusses the findings and themes from the investigation, including data interpretation,
participants’ quotes, and relevant literature integration.
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6.1 Findings on RAI 1: Key 4IR-driven digital trends in the South African retail

sector

Under this RAI, the study found that the digital age has significantly influenced various aspects of
retail, bringing about notable changes and advances. Feedback from participants highlighted online
retail expansion, technological evolution, ease of shopping, customer service innovations, awareness
and adaptation, and online retail expansion as key 4IR-driven digital trends in South Aftrican retail.
The findings show that Al is the prominent technology driving these changes, emphasising its role in

reshaping the retail landscape.

[P1] “I think the biggest change in retail is online. It offers enormous scope of the opportunities out
there... Many people who might not have considered shopping online before have now adapted to it,
because they had to.”

[P1]: “It’s evolving all the time. And it’s important for staff to keep on top of that, and certainly, I think
the digital subjects need to come, and some of the universities have introduced it already at their
postgraduate level.”

[P1]: “Artificial intelligence has even found its way into the fitting room — you look into the mirror,
choose an outfit, and the software puts it on you so you can see how you would look with it on....
There are smart appliances that record what you buy and need and notify you in the shop if you walk
past something you forgot.”

[P3]: “E-commerce, Al, and automation are growing.”

[P3]: “Shift in customer expectations regarding technology: personalisation, online shopping, etc. It’s
about consumer choice and empowerment.”

[P5]: “Local organisations are now experimenting with 3D pattern-making designs and avatars styled
to SA specs.”

[P5]: “Competitive shopping used to be done in person... Overseas retailers are eliminating people on
the floor, but in SA, customer service and customer experience are vital, especially in person.”

These findings align with broader industry observations that highlight the pervasive influence of
digital trends in retail, transforming how businesses operate and how consumers engage with products
and services. For example, the customer service innovations discussed here align with studies that
confirm that contactless technologies empower customers with greater convenience and flexibility
(Sahinaslan & Sahinaslan, 2021). Similarly, the impact of mobile technologies on consumer
dynamics, as identified by Pantano and Priporas (2016), shows that mobile technologies significantly
affect consumption experiences, prompting consumers to adapt their buying behaviour to evolving
technologies. In addition, the findings on Al concur with the literature that suggests that Al is
significantly transforming retail experiences (Karam & Borna, 2020). Geru et al. (2018) support this,
indicating that Al is highly effective in social media, serving as a powerful platform for data

collection and analysis.
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6.2 Findings on RAI 2: WIL as a retail superpower in the 4IR

Under this RAI, the study established that WIL has the potential to be a transformative element in the
retail sector, effectively bridging the gap between academia, industry, and graduates. However,
several problems must be addressed to realise this potential fully. Three key findings were found
under this RAI: placement is nearly impossible, permanent work is not a given, and priorities are not

based on a universal standard across retail.

The first sub-theme that emerged under this RAI was that WIL placement is nearly impossible. Yet
WIL is vital for bridging the gap between academia, industry, and graduates. The study’s findings
suggest that logistical difficulties and stringent programme requirements often hinder the placement

process:

[P2]: “Placing students in a practical work environment to get experience, but it’s a struggle to get
placement. There are site visits, internships, and government-compensated programmes instead.”

[P4] “Internships are longer and based on a stricter programme.”
[P5] “Spend X amount of time working to graduate” (P5) [which can delay graduation].

The above findings reveal several problems and inconsistencies in the implementation and outcomes
of WIL programmes in the South African retail sector. This is consistent with the broader literature on
WIL’s critical role in bridging academic learning and industry needs (Jackson, 2015; Patrick et al.,
2008; Trede, 2012; Fleming & Hay, 2021). The findings further show that securing placements for
students in practical work environments is difficult, with institutions often resorting to alternatives
such as site visits, internships, and government-compensated programmes. Internships in particular
tend to be longer and to follow stricter programmes, which, while beneficial in theory, can lead to

significant delays in students’ graduation owing to the time commitments they require.

The second sub-theme that emerged under this RAI is that permanency is not a given. The study
highlights that, while WIL can provide a competitive edge to those entering the job market, it does not

necessarily lead to permanent employment. Participants noted:

[P2] “Those entering the job market with work experience hit the ground running with a head start:
‘experience makes them more attractive to industry’. but this does not guarantee [that] employment
follows experience.”

[P2] “Ideally, there would be a permanent job at the end of WIL where the individual gets absorbed
into the organisation.”

[P3] “Companies prefer WIL when it is structured. Makes individuals more employable when they

have practical experience. Practical gives a new perspective on theory — it’s hard to see the benefit on
paper in the work environment. You need to gain valuable and relevant experience.”

12



[P1] “We offer WIL on an informal manner right now. It used to be a full-on credit that they had to get.
And in the new programme, we have embedded it in what’s called ‘preparation for the workplace’ or
‘work preparedness’. So, in a way, it’s cheap labour for the retailers. And students then bounce from
one internship to the next. But we have a lot of retailers that actually do put their money where their
mouth is and say we want 20 students, or we want 30 students, or whatever it might be.”
These insights suggest that, while WIL enhances employability by providing practical experience, it
does not ensure job security. The transition from WIL to permanent positions remains uncertain, with
some participants describing it as a form of ‘cheap labour’ for retailers. Despite the well-documented
advantages of gaining work experience, such as enhancing employability and career prospects
(Govender & Wait, 2017; Lubbe & Svensson, 2022), there is no guarantee of permanent employment
following WIL. Ideally WIL would lead to permanent positions in the organisations where students
have trained, which would align with the findings of Denise and Bonnie (2022), who emphasise the
potential of WIL to secure job opportunities. However, this ideal scenario is not always realised.
Companies prefer structured WIL programmes that provide practical experience and new perspectives
on theoretical knowledge, reinforcing the importance of WIL in developing critical employability
skills (Jackson, 2015). Yet the current informal offering of WIL, now often embedded in courses such
as ‘preparation for the workplace’ or ‘work preparedness’, results in students frequently moving from
one internship to another without securing permanent positions. Some retailers do commit to hiring a
certain number of students, but this practice is not widespread, indicating a need for more consistent

and formalised WIL programmes.

The third sub-theme that emerged out of this RAI was that priorities are not based on a universal
standard across retail. The study also found inconsistencies in how WIL is prioritised across different

retail organisations.

[P4] “WIL was offered in several retail-related qualifications, and no longer is, but some are looking at
bringing it back.”

[P5] “Experiences are simulated instead of being hands-on... Businesses have two hats: social
consciousness and money.”
There is also significant variability in how WIL is implemented across the retail sector. While WIL
was previously included in several retail-related qualifications, it is no longer universally offered,
although some institutions are considering reintroducing it, as noted by Fleming and Hay (2021). In
some cases, educational experiences are simulated rather than hands-on, limiting the practical

exposure of students that would be crucial for developing the professional mindset.
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7 Managerial implications

7.1 Managerial implications related to RAI 1

The shift towards the online retail and technological evolution highlighted by the participants
indicates a need for retail managers to prioritise digital literacy and continuous learning. The
integration of Al, e-commerce, and automation into retail operations requires upskilling staff to stay
abreast of technological change. Retail management should also explore innovative customer service
strategies that leverage technology while maintaining the personal touch that is valued in the South
African market. Adopting smart appliances and 3D pattern-making designs implies a move towards
personalised and efficient shopping experiences. As such, retail managers should strive to balance
technological integration with consumer expectations for personalisation and convenience, ensuring
that digital trends are harnessed to enhance customer engagement and satisfaction. This is consistent
with the argument of Woods, Doherty, and Stephens (2022), who suggest that, in retail, a combination
of human, digital, and traditional skills with soft skills is needed to understand and fully employ the

new technology.

7.2 Managerial implications related to RAI 2: WIL as retail superpower in the 4IR

The findings on WIL highlight its potential as a strategic tool for developing a skilled workforce that
is ready to tackle 4IR’s challenges. However, the difficulty of making placements and the lack of
guaranteed permanency after WIL highlight areas for retail management’s intervention. Retail
managers should collaborate with HEIs to streamline placement processes, making it easier for
students to gain practical experience. In addition, retail managers could advocate for standardised
WIL programmes across the industry to ensure consistency in training quality. By addressing these
challenges, managers could help to create a talent pipeline that is equipped with the relevant skills and

industry experience, positioning WIL as the cornerstone of a resilient and adaptable retail workforce.

In conclusion, educators should integrate Al into curricula by employing Al tools in coursework and
case studies, thereby enabling students to acquire practical experience and comprehend its
implications. Managers can facilitate this process by committing resources to Al training for staff
members and fostering partnerships between the industry and academia. Such an approach equips
students with the necessary skills to navigate the changing retail landscape and aligns with the

findings of the study pertaining to digital trends.

8 Future studies

Future studies should delve deeper into which Fourth Industrial Revolution components should be

incorporated into the curriculum, and which other future skills retail, marketing and management
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students might require. Investigations into integrating soft skills, well-being, and mental health with

4R would also be needed.

9 Conclusions, limitations, and future research

With no historical precedent, the 4IR’s fast-paced technological breakthroughs are shifting the ways
in which people live, work, and relate to one another (Nosalska & Mazurek, 2019). This has led to a
demand for a new set of skills to future-proof retail employees. Integrating these cutting-edge
technologies would present immense opportunities for the retail industry to redefine customer

experiences, streamline operations, and drive innovation in previously unimaginable ways.

This research findings support the human capital theory by highlighting the value of education and
training investments in enhancing retail graduates' skills and employability. While WIL programmes
have been shown to meet challenges, they prove vital in connecting academic knowledge with
industry requirements. In addition, the study's findings are also in concert with the DOI theory, owing
to the gradual adoption of 4IR technologies in South African retail. The research finds key digital
trends reshaping retail operations and customer interactions, including e-commerce growth, Al
integration, and increased automation. Factors such as perceived benefits, complexity, and
compatibility with current practices influence the adoption of these innovations. However,
inconsistent WIL implementation across organisations suggests barriers to uniform innovation

diffusion.

The qualitative approach limits quantification and broad pattern identification. The small sample of
three academics and three industry representatives may not have captured the full range of
perspectives concerning the phenomena under investigation. This restricts the generalisability of
findings to the wider sector. As such, research insights gained should be considered preliminary and

may need validation through larger, more diverse studies.
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