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Introduction 

The retail landscape continues to evolve at lightning speed; however, one constant 
remains for supermarkets: the value of having the right talent in the right place, at the right 
time, at the right cost. The recent combination of a tight labour market post Covid-19, 
and a global economic downturn, has resulted in the highest increase in wages and 
earnings in Australia in more than ten years. Meanwhile, labour productivity growth 
continues to be low, with employees putting in more hours but generating less 
output.111  

With the dynamics of the current job market, supermarket retailers are being forced to re-
imagine and re-design their workforce.  

Welcome to the future of workforce planning, where artificial intelligence (AI) is 
revolutionising how supermarkets optimise their operations through data driven insights. 

Transitioning from intuition-driven decisions to data-driven decisions underscores the 
essential role of AI in workforce planning. 112 It offers increased productivity and accuracy 
on key components of a workforce plan that we will explore, such as rostering, recruitment, 
and the right workforce mix, just to name a few, whilst providing employees with more 
meaningful employment to improve engagement and reduce turnover.  

To put it simply, it’s like having a super-smart assistant that can take care of your 
workforce. Which supermarket retailer doesn’t want that? The real consideration is not 
whether you have the resources to adopt it, but rather if you can justify not doing so. 

Let’s review AI driven workforce planning, the benefits it offers to supermarkets and 
leaders and how it can be integrated into a workforce plan.   

 

What is AI in Workforce Planning? 

Workforce planning is the strategic process of enhancing employee productivity, 
performance, and satisfaction. It involves planning, scheduling, forecasting, and analysing  

various aspects of the workforce, such as skills, availability, preferences, and costs. 
Typically done over a multi-year horizon, workforce planning involves a six-step 
process.113 Graphically displayed in Figure 1. 
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Figure 1  

 

Source: https://signax.io/successful-workforce-planning/ 

In dynamic and complex supermarket settings with evolving customer demands and 
fluctuating employee needs, workforce planning can be difficult and time consuming. The 
traditional approach is no longer suitable in today’s rapidly changing environement.114  

AI in workforce planning involves the use of sophisticated algorithms to streamline 
workforce management and coordination. This entails leveraging AI technologies to 
analyse data, forecast patterns, and potentially automate specific functions.115  

In doing so, “a supermarket can save up to 12% in labour costs and increased sales 
by up to 8%”.116 It is already present in workforce management, and it is causing a shift in 
the way we work.  

What does it mean to be a data driven leader? 

To drive successful workforce planning, a crucial component is data driven leadership. 
With data driven leaders, supermarkets significantly increase their ability to cultivate a 
capable and adaptable workforce, that consistently meets and surpasses long term 
objectives.117 
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Leaders who are driven by data have a distinct advantage because they utilise facts to 
shape and advise strategic decisions, instead of depending on intuition and assumptions. 
However, this does not mean completely disregarding a leader’s instincts. Whilst historical 
data offers predictions – not always accurate – of what will happen in the future, human 
reasoning and analytical thinking combined with experiences, remains essential for 
translating data into actions that are effective not only in theory, but also in practice.118 

The Benefits of AI in Workforce Planning for Supermarkets and Leaders 

Supermarkets have different departments that each drive different demands for work, 
tasks, and required skills. For example, the bakery department sells fresh bread and 
cookies. This requires employees to have the skills to operate an oven. The number of 
customer service team required, however, is not determined by how much bread is sold at 
any given time, but on the number of transactions completed. This can be broken down 
even further by defining the demand per time of the day. Bread may be more popular in 
the morning, while deli meats are sold more in the late afternoon. 119 

Each store and location has its distinct patterns. Making this clear distinction allows 
supermarkets to ensure they have the right team, at the right time and during busy or slow 
period across all departments. Implementing AI offers several benefits, including enhanced 
efficiency and accuracy, improved customer satisfaction and loyalty, higher employee 
engagement and reduced costs. 120 

Furthermore, it can optimise the use of resources while minimising waste of time, money, 
and energy, mitigating the risks of overstaffing or understaffing, compliance issues, or 
even employee burnout”.121 

“Outperforming companies are leveraging AI to create actionable insights and targeted 
human resource strategies, with workforce planning being a top area of performance 
differentiation”.122 Graphically displayed in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2 

 
Source: https://hrcurator.com/2020/07/08/how-ibm-incorporates-artificial-intelligence-into-strategic-workforce-planning/ 
 

• Rostering and Scheduling: Right Talent at the Right Time 

Basic automated rostering results in compliant, cost-effective schedules, reducing the 
workload for Store and Department Managers. However, advancements in AI rostering 
enable even more smarter scheduling options. 123 

Demand based rostering means AI can adapt the schedule based on projected labour 
demand, calculated through a variety of methods: historical sales patterns, foot traffic, 
weather forecasts and employee availability to predict future rostering needs accurately. 
This enables supermarket retailers to create optimised schedules that align with customer 
demand, prevent understaffing during peak hours and reduce labour costs. Furthermore, 
AI creates personalised schedules that maximise productivity and employee satisfaction 
by factoring in employee performance metrics and preferences. Graphically displayed in 
Figure 3. 124 

Figure 3 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

Source:https://www.shiftlab.io/blog/how-to-harness-ai-for-retail-employee-scheduling-forecasting 
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AI considers employees’ skills, availability, and performance data to assign shifts that align 
with their capabilities, while meeting the overall scheduling requirements of the 
supermarket.125 Furthermore, AI can constantly monitor and adapt schedules in real time 
according to fluctuating conditions, such as unexpected increases in customer traffic or 
unplanned leave requests or absences, ensuring retailers always have the right number of 
team at the right time.126  

• Recruitment: Right Talent in the Right Place 

Accurately predicting, hiring, and retaining the correct number of employees in the right 
place is a complex task and often managed at the store level by Store Managers and 
Department Managers. Failure to get this right results in high levels of attrition, additional 
cost to business in unnecessary hires and poor customer experience. 

When it comes to peak recruitment periods, such as Christmas, AI does the hard work by 
analysing historical data on employee performance, productivity, and turnover rates to 
predict future workforce requirements. It can provide accurate forecasts on the number of 
employees a store may need to hire (if any), the departments they are needed, and the 
employment type (casual, part-time, or full-time) required.127 

Whilst the default is to recruit new employees to fill the gaps, supermarket leaders should 
look to utilise their existing employees where possible.  

AI can also assist in identifying opportunities for cross-training and upskilling employees to 
fill roles across multiple departments, reducing the need for external hires, whilst also 
fulfilling the desired work hours of existing employees, improving engagement and 
retention.  

AI can recommend training opportunities or scheduling adjustments to better utilise the 
existing workforce, by identifying skills or shifts that are consistently understaffed.128 

 

• Workforce Mix: Right Talent at the Right Cost 

Supermarkets can benefit from a flexible workforce with a mix of part-time, full-time, 
casuals and juniors. Having the right workforce mix, at the right cost can make a big 
difference to productivity and profit, as well as culture, employee engagement and 
retention. 129 
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For example, utilising junior employees can be a great strategy to reduce wage costs, 
however due to lack of experience, they can require additional training and supervision, 
which impacts overall productivity. On the other hand, whilst casual employees offer 
flexibility and can help with fluctuation during peak trading periods, such as Christmas, 
they come with reduced employee engagement and loyalty. 130 

While part-time or full-time employees may have higher initial costs, they can be more cost 
effective in the long run compared to hiring and training new casual or junior employees 
more frequently. Retaining permanent employees can reduce recruitment, onboarding, 
and turnover costs, creating a highly skilled and engaged workforce. 131 How do you get it 
right? 

AI can support supermarkets and leaders to conduct cost benefit analysis to compare 
permanent employees versus casual or junior employees. It can also determine the most 
cost-effective mix of employee types for different roles and tasks within a supermarket, by 
considering factors such as hourly rates, training costs, turnover rates, and productivity 
levels.132 

 

Barriers to Adopting AI in Workforce Planning 

Whilst AI has the potential to transform the future workforce, its adoption is hindered by 
challenges, with managing data being a hurdle to overcome. “The most frequently cited 
barriers to AI deployment are data management (32%), outweighing challenges for 
security (26%) and compute performance (20%).” 

Data integration issues may arise from disparate sources of information, making it difficult 
to compile and analyse data effectively. Additionally, poor data quality can lead to 
inaccurate insights, impacting decision making. Concerns regarding data privacy and 
protection are also significant, as the sensitive nature of workforce data requires robust 
security measures to prevent breaches. 133 Overcoming these barriers is crucial for 
supermarket retailers to effectively leverage AI in workforce planning and drive successful 
outcomes.  Graphically displayed in Figure 4. 
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Figure 4  

 
Source: https://www.informatica.com/blogs/overcoming-the-4-key-barriers-to-ai-adoption-strategies-for-success.html 

How Coles Supermarkets is Adopting AI in Workforce Planning 

Coles Supermarkets is taking the lead and bringing AI in workforce planning to life by 
announcing a 3-year partnership with Palantir Technologies, a leading provider of AI 
systems to deliver its workforce strategy and analytics tools. As part of the solution, Coles 
will utilise the vendor’s Foundry analytics platform and AI platform AIP. 134  

Graphically displayed in Figure 5. 

Figure 5 

 
Source: https://www.palantir.com/platforms/foundry/ 
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“By integrating data into one system, the suite of workforce tools will identify opportunities 
from over 10 billion rows of data, comprising each store, team member, shift and allocation 
across all intervals in a day, every day.” 135 

Coles will deploy across its more than 840 supermarkets to support decision-making to 
optimise its workforce – including better workforce planning, shift efficiency, and a more 
granular understanding of spend as it relates to enhancing the experience for shoppers, 
including Bakery Production Planning tools for in-store bakeries and Ocado Fulfilment 
Centres. This means, Store and Department Managers will be able to make real-time 
decisions and use data driven insights to optimise costs and improve both customer and 
team member experience.136  

The collaboration between Coles and Palantir Technologies represents a significant 
milestone in not only the Australian supermarket industry but globally and highlights the 
significance of data driven decision making.137 

Conclusion:  

In today’s competitive retail landscape, supermarkets must constantly strive to improve 
efficiency and provide exceptional customer service, while also providing meaningful 
employment. What does the future retail workforce look like? One thing is certain, AI is set 
to play a significant role.  
 
AI in workforce planning enables supermarkets and leaders to make data driven decisions 
to lead better scheduling, reduce unnecessary labour costs and increase productivity. It 
can assist supermarkets in identify patterns and trends in employee performance, enabling 
them to make smarter decisions when it comes to hiring, training, and retaining talent.  
 
Furthermore, leveraging AI in workforce planning enables leaders to streamline their 
operations, maximise efficiency, and most importantly, free up their time to focus on things 
that really matter – creating a more engaged and motivated workforce and enhanced 
customer service. Happy employees and happy customers lead to increased satisfaction, 
loyalty, and ultimate improved business performance. 

Despite barriers to adopting AI in workforce planning, such as data integration, quality, and 
privacy, it is critical and worthwhile investment that enables supermarkets to adapt to 
changing market conditions and stay ahead of the game. Supermarket retailers are 
entering a new era, characterised by a focus on efficiency and accuracy, creating 
opportunities for continuous improvement and growth.  Predicting the future does not 
require a magical crystal ball, it requires utilising AI in workforce planning. 
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