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Rami Baitieh became Executive Director of Carrefour France in July 2020, but he’s 
keen to emphasize that he’s not the boss. That role is reserved for the customer 
– someone who was already starting to do things differently before the COVID-19 
pandemic and has changed even more rapidly over the last two years.

While customers now appreciate more the role of supermarkets, they also face 
new pressures on their time and their spending power. To respond to their 
demands, Carrefour created a matrix called the 555: five commitments in each of 
three areas – trust, service, and experience. Baitieh talked about the food retail 
industry’s challenges and his solutions with Germain Terreaux, Partner in Oliver 
Wyman’s Retail Practice, and Sirko Siemssen Global Leader of the Practice.

What do consumers want now?

They are saying, “I’m changing, and I want you to accompany me.” We need to 
understand every category of customer, and we respond with a strategy on two 
levels.  

The first is problem solving. The customer wants to buy a product, but it’s not 
available. They want to buy fruits and vegetables, but the quality is not sufficient. 
Or they want to pay, but there is a long line. The 555 translates these demands 
into commitments by Carrefour. The products must be available. The fruit and 
vegetables are the best price and quality. Customers don’t have to wait to check 
out. Then the whole company is organized to act on these priorities. They are 
written down and not up for discussion.



The next stage is to respond to new behavior. We identified 16 categories of 
customers, or personas. Some only have a small budget. Others are concerned 
with social responsibility. There are seniors, couples with no kids, customers with 
pets, and people who do lots of sport. We address the needs of every category, 
and we do not offer them the same promotions, reductions, and organic ranges.

For example, we had been sending catalogues to all customers for 30 or 
40 years. But now we have found that a store in Lille serves large numbers 
of students and train commuters, who don’t need paper catalogues. So, we 
stopped sending them, and there has been no impact on that store’s sales. In 
other stores, where we found the majority persona to be seniors, we continued 
sending the catalogues. These personas let us perform a kind of surgery on our 
propositions and our costs.
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The food retail industry has had a challenging 
decade. COVID has been and remains a big stress 
test. What is your verdict?

Consumers and governments have realized once again that retail – and food 
retail in particular – is indispensable. We stayed open, and our employees went 
to work, like nurses, doctors, and policemen. We were a first-necessity sector. But 
some companies adapted faster than others: We have seen bigger market share 
shifts in the last two years than the decade before – and there is still opportunity 
to outgrow the market.

Consumers and governments have realized 
once again that retail — and food retail in 
particular — is indispensable.

The whole sector is facing more volatility and cost 
inflation. How bad is it, and how long will it last? 

The retail sector is based on large volumes and slim margins. Our success is 
rooted in satisfying the customer, so that they come back and we continue to 
cater to their needs. Defending consumer prices and ensuring a reliable supply 
of essential goods is a key role. We have to play it, and we always will. So far, 
suppliers have requested price rises averaging 4%. But we didn’t accept these 
levels of inflation – not even close. 

How do you see the future of retail, and notably the 
store in retail? 

In the future, Carrefour has got to be the best digital retail company, and we have 
accelerated this change. Why are we doing this now and not three years ago? 
Because customers now are using the spectrum of online and offline options. 
Many prefer to go digital for some products on some days – and in other cases, 
they go to stores. At Christmas, a customer might buy some toys online, but for 
others they want to take their kids to the store to see their reaction. Another 
customer likes to shop themselves but then wants their purchases delivered. 
They leave their trolley at the checkout, and we take care of it. Then there’s a 
customer who doesn’t have time to go round the store but wants to pick up the 
goods themself: We prepare their online order, and they go to the drive thru. 
Other customers are totally online. Carrefour is creating this whole ecosystem so 
that they are all happy. 



How about challenges in the retail supply chain?

Every link in the retail supply chain was optimized, and then countries went into 
lockdown and other measures to address the pandemic. Also, some companies 
just closed. Even if they were just a small link in the chain, each of those 
disruptions had the potential to stop the whole chain. We are still faced with this 
problem today. While there are a lot of entrepreneurs with ideas and energy, 
they need time to repair these things. I’m afraid we are going to have to deal with 
supply and transportation problems for a long period of time. 

People — customers, employees, and suppliers 
— are at the core of our activities

There is a second aspect to the price rises. For the last 20 years, we haven’t 
known serious inflation in Europe. By now everyone has lost the knowledge of 
how to manage it. Consumers are not used to it. Retailers are not used to it. 
Manufacturers are not used to it. We are taking this situation very seriously, as we 
need to find a way out of it.



And what keeps you up at night?

We have to transform in three ways. The first is cultural transformation. The 
second is organizational transformation – to simplify, make the business faster 
and more agile, and reduce the number of layers between the base and the 
summit. And the third is IT transformation. What keeps me up at night is how to 
communicate our transformation – to people who work in warehouses, logistics 
and IT, and to cashiers and other store employees. How many times have we 
seen companies with beautiful strategies that didn’t yield results?

As a leader, what’s your biggest learning of the last 
two years?

People – customers, employees, and suppliers – are at the core of our activities. 
As we want to be the best digital retail company, we have to put people at the 
center of everything we do.


