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By SARAH JONES

While almost half of consumers show a preference for shopping online, only 29 percent
actually made their last purchase via ecommerce, according to a new report by IBM.

There is a growing preference for online shopping, but it has not completely displaced the
role of the bricks-and-morter store. Instead, retailers should be thinking of ways to bring
aspects of the digital experience in-store to more fully cater to consumer expectations.

"IBM’s research found a few areas where retailers may have some interesting
opportunities," said Kali Klena, global retail industry leader for IBM's Institute for
Business Value, San Mateo, CA. "First, there is a growing gap between shoppers’
enjoyment of digital shopping -- online and mobile -- and their last purchase behavior.

"Said another way, some retailers are delivering more enjoyable digital shopping
experiences than others," she said. "This indicates an opportunity for retailers to look at
their digital shopping offerings and be sure they are truly tailored by channel.

"Both online and mobile options need their own important place in the organization and
must have their own look and feel.  To deliver truly enjoyable digital shopping
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experiences, retailers need to not only look at other retailers’ offerings but also look
beyond retail for inspiration."

For “Shoppers Disrupted: Retailing Through the Noise,” IBM’s Institute for Business Value
analyzed more than 110,000 responses from surveys conducted in 19 countries from 2011-
2014.

Purchase preferences
Consumers are embracing online shopping, with almost 50 percent saying they would
rather go through the browsing and purchasing process via ecommerce. This number still
has room to grow, especially within the under-40 set.

Fortnum & Mason ecommerce site

Buying an item at the store and leaving with it immediately is still considered the most
convenient fulfillment method, but buying online and having an order delivered is
gaining in popularity. Having online purchases delivered is preferable for 36 percent of
shoppers in 2014, compared to the 23 percent who said the same in 2011.

Digital is  also opening up and increasing communication between retailers and
consumers. Targeted, personalized messages are key, and they should go beyond
demographics.
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SaksStyle promotional image

Through previous interactions, retailers can glean information about consumers’
preferences, location, browsing and purchase behavior to present more relevant
communication to individuals.

Gathering this data is becoming easier, as consumers are more willing to share their
information with retailers, such as their location, as long as a level of trust has been
established. Thirty-eight percent will divulge their social media handle and 42 percent are
open to providing their mobile number for SMS messages, while 54 percent can see the
benefit of sharing this information.
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IBM retail report

While there is a growing comfort level in sharing information, consumers remain
nervous, and they want to be given the opportunity to opt-in or opt-out.

Part of opting-in, 48 percent of consumers want on-demand communications geared
towards them when they are shopping online with a retailer.

"The survey found that many shoppers are waiting for their trusted retailers to
communicate with them in a more personalized way," Ms. Klena said. "For example, 54
percent of shoppers believed that sharing their mobile number for text with a retailer had
the potential to provide a personalized benefit.  

"But that experience must be truly personalized to the individual or the retailer risks losing
that contact option," she said. "IBM has found that retailers who use big data and analytics
technologies to better understand their customer will ultimately be in the best position to
provide the personalized messaging and shopping experiences shoppers want."
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Digital has a place in the in-store environment as well, since it can provide a more
seamless, personalized experience.

Part of this is sharing inventory across channels. Consumers are becoming less accepting
of out-of-stock items, since they are accustomed to the online space, where this
information is clear from the start of the shopping journey.

Bloomingdale's click and collect allows for inventory search

Sixty percent of respondents consider whether a retailer offers bricks-and-mortar
inventory search to be a deciding factor when choosing where to shop.

A growing percentage of shoppers also consider a sales associate’s ability to solve an
inventory issue via mobile device to be a differentiating factor, 46 percent in 2014
compared to 40 percent the previous year.

Beyond using mobile as a training tool for product knowledge, retailers should think of
using digital to all associates to actively respond to inventory issues and provide
personalized messaging while the consumer is in front of them.

In British fashion house Burberry's newly opened store in the blossoming Miami Design
District, sales associates will carry Apple iPads to connect with the brand’s Web site as
well as access to worldwide inventory listings. With a 1:2:1 ratio, a sales associate can
also use his or her iPad to have a consumer opt-in to access purchase history information,
sizing and preferences (see story).

"Shoppers notice retailers who have associates that can save the sale or personalize an in-
store interaction via mobile devices," Ms. Klena said. "Mobile technology combined with
insights from the enterprise allows store associates to have the information shoppers
want at their fingertips.

"With consumer expectations being shaped by digital shopping, it's  more important than
ever for retailers to create the experience in-store that consumers want and this all starts at
the enterprise level."

Omnichannel access
Mobile may help retailers build a deeper level of trust with consumers.
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In response to how smartphones have altered the way consumers shop, a report by
Forrester Research indicates that 66 percent of luxury consumers are more willing to
interact with a sales associate equipped with a mobile device.

The “A New Generation of Clienteling” report discovered that some consumers do not
feel that sales associates are the best source of product information. With the role of sales
associates changing, bringing mobile technology into stores may help re-establish trust
while creating an enhanced experience for consumers (see story).

Seamless integration across channels is key to eliminating the conflict between digital
and physical interactions, according to panelists at Luxury Interactive 2014.

During the “Eliminating Channel Conflicts Between In-store and Online” panel
discussion, the participating executives discussed how their brands have been affected by
the divide, the challenges presented and possible solutions for creating a better consumer
experience. All were in agreement that the role of the sales associate needs to be updated
to amend the conflict and build more concrete relationships driven by consumer data
(see story).

Consumers will be judging and comparing retailers based on both their in-store
experience and online channels, making the entire omnichannel presence a priority.

"Many signs in the survey show that digital shopping is likely to keep growing as digital
channels are gaining in preference across most age groups, especially with younger
shoppers," Ms. Klena said. "Yet, consumers are still shopping in the store, with more than
70 percent of consumers making their last purchase in the store.

"The data shows that shoppers really notice when a retailer’s in-store experience is
personalized," she said. "At IBM we believe that a shopper’s last, best experience
anywhere becomes their new expectation everywhere.

"That being said, the retailers who can execute with great personalization will be noticed
and rewarded by shoppers.  Shoppers will grow to expect personalization everywhere,
which raises the bar for all retailers."

Final Take

Sarah Jones, editorial assistant on Luxury Daily, New York 
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