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ABSTRACT

Performance measurement systems such as KPIs are necessary managerial tools to set targets and moni-
tor performances. During the outbreak of COVID-19, some companies experienced threats to traditional 
and consolidated business lines. The retail sector saw no decline in turnover. The aim of the chapter 
is to uncover and analyse the challenges imposed by COVID-19 to the retail sector as well as possible 
solutions implemented in order to overcome such difficulties. The chapter reports the case study of the 
largest retailer in Italy during the COVID-19 pandemic. Although seeing sales increase, the managers 
had many difficulties on the side of procurement and distribution of goods. The performance monitoring 
system was suddenly insufficient to manage the emergency. The solutions concerned the adjustment of 
the algorithms with dynamic components addition to KPIs and the conversion of some efficiency targets 
into effective ones. The chapter suggests insights on how performance measurement systems can be 
designed and developed in advance to allow more dynamism during emergencies.
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INTRODUCTION

Performance measurement systems constitute a managerial tool belonging to the macro category of 
accounting practices (Merchant & der Stede, 2017). They are based on calculations and metrics meant 
to represent the reality of the results of processes and activities within the company. These systems 
are generally represented by ratios and percentages (KPIs) of goals achievement (Chan & Chan, 2004; 
Parmenter, 2020). The most crucial performance indicators can be numerous and divided into effective-
ness and efficiency indicators (Almeida & Azevedo, 2016). Altogether they constitute the performance 
evaluation structure as a foundation for management and corporate strategy.

Managers use these tools for two reasons. On the one hand, they use them to represent the company’s 
reality and take a picture of the business situation accurately and timely (Merchant & der Stede, 2017; 
Van gorp, 2005). On the other hand, they are essential tools for setting goals to be achieved, whether at 
the group, department (e.g., sales), office, or even individual level (Yuan et al., 2009).

During the outbreak of the Covid-19 pandemic, companies were overwhelmed by a profound dis-
ruption in their core businesses and activities. The performance measurement system, as structured in 
normal times, in most cases has proved to be entirely unsuitable for the sudden new challenges imposed 
by the pandemic.

Many recent contributions to the literature (Hohenstein, 2022; Parisi & Bekier, 2022; Rahman et 
al., 2021) have highlighted that performance measurement systems have encountered two significant 
categories of weakness in emergency times. The first was related to the timing of data calculation and 
reporting. The frequency with which data was calculated in normal times turned out to be insufficient 
during the emergency period. The second concerned the degree of dynamism of the measurements. 
During the emergency, measurements had to be removed quickly to focus attention on those processes 
or departments on which the pandemic had the most significant impact. Many companies in this field 
experienced a drop in turnover (Cowling et al., 2020; De Vito & Gómez, 2020; Hartmann & Lussier, 
2020; J. Kim et al., 2021; R. Y. Kim, 2020), putting additional pressure on sales offices (Hartmann & 
Lussier, 2020) to develop strategies and, as a result, appropriate KPIs to compensate for the sudden 
extinction of certain established business lines.

The case study (Yin, 1983) reported in this chapter brings a more particular perspective by captur-
ing a particular situation in which managers (heard during qualitative semi-structured interviews) of 
Italy’s largest retail group faced the reverse problem. In this case, sales did not fall but instead increased 
significantly. At first glance, this seems a new opportunity brought by the pandemic (as it was the case 
for digital communications and entertainment companies (Barykin et al., 2021)), while actually, the 
company’s managers experienced considerable difficulties in supplying goods (Ivanov, 2020; Ivanov 
& Das, 2020; Paul & Chowdhury, 2021). These difficulties in the specific context were due to a set of 
primary factors: the lockdown of some suppliers or suppliers of intermediate components, difficulties 
in delivering the goods to the shops, the sudden change in sales forecasts, the presence of a single sup-
plier for a particular good (e.g., gift items), the unexpectedly high demand for products in the peripheral 
stores at the expense of the hypermarkets and the increased demand for non-food goods (because all other 
stores outside the supermarkets were closed). These factors undermined the system for measuring the 
performance mainly in two departments: the buyer department and the supplier logistics department. In 
these two business areas, the traditional performance measurement system quickly proved to be unsuit-
able to represent the new requirements.
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