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By JOE MCCART HY

Not long ago retailers were afraid that showrooming would gut in-store profits, but now
the implications of the trend seem to have reversed, according to a new report by L2 and
RichRelevance.

Unlike "showrooming" where consumers let in-store prices duke it out with discounted
online prices, "Webrooming" occurs when consumers research online before shopping
in-store. However, many retailers are failing to provide consumers with the resources they
need to make Webrooming a seamless affair, and are losing sales in the process.

"Most luxury brands are at least several years out from putting in place the back-end
investments that enable inventory visibility across channels," said Claude de Jocas, lead
researcher of the report at L2, New York. "As a result, brands have ignored omnichannel
for the time being, relying entirely on the efforts of their distribution partners.

"Some of the strongest plays in luxury have been from vertically integrated retailers that
are incentivized to drive consumers into their own boutiques, such as T iffany & Co.,
which offers robust online appointment booking to view engagement rings in-store," she
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said.

"Given the investments that luxury brands have made in theater retail spaces, marketers
should be thinking about how to use their online toolbox not to sell product, but to
seamlessly hand off the consumer to an in-store sales associate."

L2's "Omnichannel Retail Report 2014" analyzes the omnichannel performance of 100
retailers across apparel and accessories, beauty, big box, department stores, home,
sportswear and watches and jewelry.

New terrain
Consumers have a penchant for researching online before shopping in-store. Since 2012,
the percentage of digitally influenced sales has increased from 14 percent to 36 percent,
according to Deloitte Digital.

For luxury good and automotive purchases, the percentage of digitally-influenced sales
jumps to 50 percent, which makes perfect sense. Consumers are more likely to approach
high-price items more deliberately.

Saks Fifth Avenue sneaker section

Overall, in-store sales guided by digital will likely surpass the 50 percent mark this year,
and mobile will be a major engine of that growth. According to Deloitte Digital, mobile
accounts for more than half of sales that fall under this category.

This is a stark shift from the showrooming nightmares of a few years ago. Retailers no
longer have to fret about a consumer exodus leading to an ever-hungry Amazon and other
discount-heavy, digital pure-players. Instead, retailers have to worry about if their Web sites
are equipped with the right tools to guide consumers into their stores.

L2 found that department stores and big box retailers are doing a better job than brands at
facilitating the webrooming phenomenon.

Real-time inventory, for instance, has become an essential tool. According to Forrester
Research, 42 percent of consumers said that they are "very likely" to visit a retail store if
they can confirm inventory availability online, and 31 percent said that they are likely to
visit.

The "very likely" group drops to 18 percent if inventory look-up is not offered.
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So what retailers are offering real-time inventory on their Web sites? Among the luxury
brands studied, just Gucci has this resource.

Gucci ecommerce features inventory look-up

Among luxury department stores, Bloomingdale's, Nordstrom, Neiman Marcus and Saks
Fifth Avenue all offer real-time inventory features. Bergdorf Goodman and Barneys do not
offer it.

However, none of the luxury players that offer real-time inventory also use account
information to always greet consumers with relevant stores.

Consumers also prefer in-store pick-up options. Lower shipping prices, same-day
fulfillment and greater convenience combine to make this option popular.

Burberry, T iffany & Co. and Tourneau are the only luxury brands that offer this option.

Inaccurate inventory tracking and shoddy cross-channel attribution models hinder further
adoption.

Although underutilized, shipping from stores is another way to improve omnichannel
integration. Stores with slow-moving inventory can ship the most products, ensuring that
mark-downs are avoided and in-store items remain fresh.
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Role models
Likely due to the industry fragmentation of the report, L2 does not assign ranks to the
studied retailers. Instead, the company measured brands according to "omnichannel
fulfillment capabilities" on a 10 point scale.

Some examples of the 16 offline drivers that were measured include real-time store
inventory and use of geolocation. Examples of the seven online drivers include online
pre-order and free shipping.

Luxury retailers averaged a score of three.

Saks Fifth Avenue was the lone luxury retailer in the "omnichannel role model" quadrant.
Meanwhile, brands such as Dior, Michael Kors, Gucci and Stuart Weitzman all received
omnichannel laggard titles.
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As brands improve the technology side of omnichannel, it is  important not to overlook
sales associates.

"Massive omnichannel investments fall flat when a brand's most visible ambassadors --
it's  sales associates -- approach retail from a single-channel perspective," Ms. de Jocas
said. "A surprising number of sales staff, for instance, never receive training when a new
iOS app is launched by their brand, even when the app has an explicit in-store component.

"Associates also need to be educated around flexible fulfillment options, so that
consumer expectations are met or exceeded every time they interact with the brand," she
said.

"Retailers who are doing this well have omnichannel baked into the brand DNA -- such as
Coach, who trains employees to capture shoppers' email addresses during a sale, so that
the brand can follow up with email marketing and invite the consumer to review the exact
SKU they purchased."

Final Take
Joe McCarthy, staff writer on Luxury Daily, New York
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