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By JEN KING

Retailers are increasingly in tune with consumers' expectations of personalized, seamless experiences across
channels, with 56 percent of brands citing this as a top digital priority going forward, according to a new report by
Boston Retail Partners.

As consumers and retailers alike have embraced mobile and online selling, the traditional retail silo model has
been broken down to create a bridge between the physical and digital. Likewise, retailers now have a better grasp on
bringing consumers an individualized and streamlined shopping experience, wherever, whenever and however
they prefer to shop.

"This survey really demonstrates that retailers realize the importance of unified commerce and are moving the heart
of the transaction to a centralized platform, this frees up their digital commerce applications to be more innovative
and agile," said Jeffrey Neville, vice president at Boston Retail Partners. "This allows retailers to utilize digital
commerce to offer a personalized, ubiquitous and unified customer experience across channels in an efficient
way.

"Online shopping has redefined the standards for the retail customer experience and capabilities," he said. "The
online or mobile shopper is now accustomed to receiving personalized offers and recommendations and having
online retailers recognize them and their preferences whenever they shop.

"Today's customers are no longer satisfied with a 'one size fits all' experience they expect retailers to put time and
effort into offering a personalized experience and if they don't get it they will find a retailer who offers it."

One-stop shop 
BRP's "2016 Digital Commerce Survey" shines a light on current digital commerce priorities and initiatives had by
North American retailers.

These efforts will work to bring together the digital and physical selling spaces to provide consumers with options to
shop anywhere, anytime and anyway they would like.
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The concept of unified commerce will provide retailers with methods to provide consumers with personalized and
seamless experiences through a single, centralized platform. By developing an order management system (OMS)
as a singular transactional platform, retailers will be able to fulfill orders from a "single, shared cart."
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Once a single, shared cart platform is established, the OMS will become the retailer's primary point for all
transactions, inventory, pricing and order management, CRM, customer service and other aspects. BRP refers to this
as the "glass pipeline of real-time visibility," providing retailers with easy access to inventory, product information
and, importantly, customer data.

By implementing a single, shared cart system, retailers will be more in sync with consumers' expectations of
personal, ubiquitous and unified experiences when shopping online.

Of the North American retailers surveyed by BRP, 40 percent of respondents are focused on improving
personalization tactics in the digital space. For digital marketing to be effective, retailers must push personalized,
relevant, compelling and consistent messaging across all channels.
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Fifty percent of respondents plan to place customer identifying technologies in-stores within the next two years.
Being able to identify the consumer, either online, on a mobile app or in-store, is  integral to personalization efforts.

BRP suggests identifying the consumer early in the transaction, regardless of the channel, to kick off a dialogue and
establish the foundation of a relationship.

For in-store purchases, this can be accomplished by pinging their smartphone via a beacon, for example. By doing
so, retailers can then personalize the experience as it happens. Geolocation tactics are likely to increase because of
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this reason, with 58 percent of retailers planning to use the technology within two years.

Although mobile purchasing is only a fraction of overall retail sales, the channel presents an opportunity for retailers
because smartphones are most often used for research and information before an online or in-store purchase is
complete. If viewed as a shopping tool, rather than a means of communication, retailers can trace a consumer's
journey as she jumps from one channel to another to make a purchase.

With this in mind, 46 percent of respondents plan to improve their mobile shopping offers, claiming the on-the-go
experience as a top digital priority.

An ubiquitous approach to digital selling is rooted in a single, shared cart system. Three-quarters of respondents
intend on hosting a OMS of this kind within the next three years, and half of retailers will offer "start anywhere, finish
anywhere" platforms in five years' time.
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For these strategies to be successfully applied, retailers must unify their internal infrastructure's organization. By
being unified and aligned across channels, retailers will be able to offer a seamless and consistent customer
experience.

Fifty-six percent of retailers are focused on providing consumers with a consistent brand experience, and 73
percent plan to develop an OMS to centralize their unified commerce platforms to ensure this happens within three
years.

To achieve their unified commerce goals, 38 percent of retailers who participated in BRP's survey plan to create
new roles and employee initiatives to accommodate these new tasks.

"The right organization is as important as implementing a single commerce platform to support the seamless brand
experience across channels," Mr. Neville said. "We have recently seen a shift in how retailers are arranging their
organizations to better ensure a consistent brand experience across channels.

"Organizations are shifting their ecommerce areas from within the marketing organization to now align with the
store organization, or the other way around," he said. "The common theme is that the leader of this combined
organization is seen as an innovator who understands the unified commerce vision.

"The creation of a single 'retail' or 'commerce' organization overseen by a head of retail or chief customer officer,
who is in charge of all interactions across all channels and has direct control over any changes or updates to the
overall shopping experience. This alignment enables the overall organization to be more nimble and innovative as
they work towards a seamless customer experience across all channels."

Digital dilemmas 
Across the board, the consumer majority feels that ecommerce lacks the personalized attention needed to be
effective.

Sales associates are an integral part of in-store experiences, with 87 percent of consumers basing purchase
decisions off the advice of a retail employee, according to a recent report by Salesfloor.

While in-store interactions are vital to a consumer's purchasing journey, more than half of surveyed consumers say
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the same personalized synergy is lacking online. Salesfloor's "2016 Omnichannel Retail Associate" study identifies
the service gaps in online and bricks-and-mortar shopping experiences, a chasm that needs to be remedied for
retailers to present consumers with seamless, omnichannel retailing (see story).

For luxury, specifically, the sector is currently facing a digital-or-die dilemma.

Seven percent of personal luxury goods sales are made via ecommerce today, but online retail will represent 12
percent of the luxury market by 2020, according to projections from the Boston Consulting Group.

About six out of every 10 luxury purchases currently are influenced by digital channels, as social media, a brand's
Web site and mobile feed into buying decisions, whether the transaction is completed online or in-store. While
many luxury brands have been avoiding the shift toward digital that many of their mass counterparts have made,
BCG warns that the business models of digital laggards will no longer suffice in today's market (see story).

"Nordstrom is a great example of a luxury retailer that is successfully delivering cross-channel services," Mr. Neville
said. "They have built their environment around the customer and customer experience across channels.

"They realize that customers want to engage seamlessly across multiple touch points and have worked to align their
organization to ensure they can support their customers' shopping journey," he said.
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