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By SARAH JONES

As consumers seek to shop in environments that are digitally integrated, retailers are playing catch up when it comes
to technology such as augmented reality and video conferencing.

According to a report from Boston Retail Partners, rather than dying out, the bricks-and-mortar store is evolving in a
more digitized direction. As retailers undergo an evolution to remain competitive in the face of disruption, very few
currently have the capabilities in place to offer the technology that consumers say they desire in-store.

"The gap between customers' expectations and retailer capabilities are a result of the combination of two things:
continued acceleration and elevation of consumers' expectations and the time and cost associated with
implementing new retail capabilities," said Ken Morris, principal at Boston Retail Partners. "Consumers'
expectations are shaped by the wealth of information and capabilities at their fingertips via smartphones and the
experiences they encounter at every other retail interaction online, mobile or physical.

"Retailers' lack of agility is often restricted by legacy software that is difficult to modify for the new technologies
required to support consumer expectations," he said. "There is also a disconnect between customer expectations for
personalization and retailers' capabilities.

"According to BRP's survey, 79 percent of consumers said personalized service from a sales associate is an
important factor in determining at which store they choose to shop, and 63 percent of retailers can't identify their
customers prior to checkout. If you don't identify customers, you can't fully personalize their experience."

Boston Retail Partners' 2019 Special Report: The Future Store is based on findings from its BRP Consumer Study and
the 2019 POS/Customer Engagement Survey.

Technology plans
According to a survey conducted by BRP, 32 percent of consumers would be likely to shop in a store that has
augmented reality features, and 29 percent are interested in using virtual reality in store.

However, only 9 percent of retailers currently have AR and 7 percent offer VR experiences. Retailers are on track to
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better align their capabilities with consumer requests in three years, when an additional 29 percent plan to have AR
in place and 23 percent plan to roll out VR.

Consumers are also interested in virtual mirrors, with 36 percent showing a desire to be able to virtually try on items.
Currently only 9 percent of retailers have digital mirrors in stores.

Some luxury brands are ahead of the curve. For instance, Neiman Marcus rolled out virtual mirrors in its fashion,
eyewear and beauty departments.

Neiman Marcus' virtual mirror. Image credit: Neiman Marcus

One area where retailers have already invested is video conferencing. One in five retailers give consumers the
opportunity to talk to store associates from their home, a feature that 27 percent of consumers seek.

When LVMH's 24 Svres ecommerce platform launched in 2017, the retailer gave consumers the opportunity to video
chat with stylists, bringing the Parisian shopping experience to a global audience (see story).

Meanwhile, John Hardy has partnered with ecommerce mobile application Hero, which allows online shoppers to
connect with sales associates who are physically at the store with a combination of messaging, augmented reality
and video (see story).

John Hardy is among the retailers using Hero. Image courtesy of Hero

Along with experiences that connect clients with human help, consumers are interested in do-it-yourself retail. About
half want a store that has self-checkout, while 57 percent are interested in automated returns.

However, automation is less likely to be implemented by luxury brands, where high-touch service is still dominant.
While robots can perform some tasks, they cannot replace the nuanced interactions between humans.

As well as offering a service to consumers, technology can give retailers the ability to better know their shoppers.

About three-quarters of retailers plan to have the capability for emailed receipts in the next three years. Sending
emailed receipts not only gives consumers a proof of purchase they will not worry about losing, but allows retailers
the chance to connect a shopper's purchase with their contact details for retargeting and suggested selling.

Fifty-five percent of retailers plan to have implemented the Internet of Things in the next three years. Through smart,
Internet-connected devices, retailers can collect data and change the store experience, including making it more
personalized.

"Consumers expect a personalized, secure, channel-agnostic experience in real-time," BRP's Mr. Morris said. "Stores
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must now encompass both the digital and physical worlds as customers expect a personalized experience in any
channel.

"Customers, especially millennials and Gen Z, want the sensory experience generally available in the physical
world, such as touching and feeling merchandise and personally interacting with a knowledgeable associate,
married with the unique and personalized shopping experience common in the digital world."

Personalization and performance

What will differentiate retailers in the future will be personalization and the added value of high-tech experiences,
rather than what merchandise is on the sales floor. 

Department store chain Bloomingdale's is capitalizing on the growing popularity of high-end cosmetics by unveiling
a new beauty floor at its  New York flagship.

The retailer has been undergoing an expansive renovation to maintain its position as a shopping destination in the
ecommerce age. The refreshed beauty department has spa rooms, a fragrance hall, interactive displays and other
services meant to entice in-store shoppers.

A new beauty floor is the latest addition to the revamped Bloomingdale's flagship. Image courtesy of
Bloomingdale's

For instance, Este Lauder's shop features YouCam technology for virtual lipstick try-ons and an iMatch color-
matching service to help consumers find the best shades of foundation, blush and more (see story).

For luxury brands, technology is often used to enhance rather than replace the human element of retail.

For example, Balmain's Via Montenapoleone flagship in Milan included a virtual reality storytelling experience.

Following the Milan boutique's opening, the brand set up a temporary lounge. Here, consumers could put on a
specially designed Oculus headset to take a virtual tour of Paris guided by Mr. Rousteing. "My City of Lights" follows
the designer's emotional journey as he creates each runway collection, taking consumers into the process (see
story).

Technology is impacting retail beyond the physical store.

As innovations such as augmented reality and voice assistants become more mainstream, consumers are expected
to move even more of their shopping online.

The majority of consumers who have shopped online using augmented reality would be willing to give up the
apparel in-store buying experience entirely, according to a report from Adtaxi. While the luxury buying process is
largely still driven by physical stores, technology could make more consumers willing to forego the bricks-and-
mortar experience in the coming years (see story).

"Consumers love the theater of shopping, which is why we are seeing many pure-play online retailers starting to
open brick-and-mortar stores and store concepts continue to change," Mr. Morris said. "The in-store experience is
paramount for apparel and other products that consumers want to touch, feel, demo or try on.

"Customers want a multi-dimensional or multi-sense shopping experience," he said. "Retail is  theater and with
technologies like AR and VR, the retail store is no longer the only stage where the theater of retail can take place.

"New technology will further empower customers as they can dictate their own personal stage and experience."
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