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By SARAH RAMIREZ

Brands and retailers still fall short of consumers' expectations for seamless omnichannel experiences, but luxury
brands are among those that stand out from the pack.

According to a report from omnichannel platform NewStore, luxury brands achieved the highest overall
omnichannel competence score with an average of 41 on a 100-point scale compared to premium and lifestyle
retailers. Leaders in the space have embraced mobile as a way to fill gaps in the shopping journey.

"While we have seen great progress over last year, it's  not happening fast enough," said Stephan Schambach,
founder/CEO at NewStore, Boston. "The brands that really struggle are those that operate online and in-store in silos,
on systems that were never built with other channels in mind."

Newstore's Omnichannel Leadership Report reviewed more than 200 luxury, premium and lifestyle retail brands.
The brands were evaluated based on their in-store technology, Web sites, mobile properties and call centers.

Omnichannel journeys
High-end brands must place extra emphasis on in-store experiences, since affluent consumers value the
opportunities for inspiration and product touch offered by bricks-and-mortar. However, online and mobile
experiences from discovery and purchase through fulfillment cannot be overlooked.

In NewStore's report, fashion labels Moncler and Louis Vuitton were the highest ranking luxury brands for
omnichannel experiences.

Moncler differentiates itself through its Genius project, which requires that retail associates use technology to track
and access "deep inventory." At both monobrand and department stores, Louis Vuitton empowers its associates with
iPhones that can access a 360-degree view of each customer for a seamless omnichannel experience.

Burberry's mobile application has helped the British fashion label become a leader in terms of discovery. App users
can browse Burberry's collections, locate the closest store more than three-quarters of all retailers do not have store
locators on their mobile apps and use click-and-collect services.
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At checkout, Michael Kors and Saint Laurent offer streamlined services online, in-store and even over the phone.

Within the same transaction, Michael Kors allows a shopper to ship items to different addresses or even pick up
pieces in-store. Whether in-store or during a call center conversation, Saint Laurent service representatives are able
to access customer profiles and make product recommendations for individual shoppers.

Consumer engagement is another area where luxury brands excel. Thom Browne, T iffany & Co., Fendi and
Ermenegildo Zegna all ranked in the top five, while sustainable direct-to-consumer label Everlane led the category.

Jeweler T iffany & Co. is the leader in associate mobility, providing all frontline staff with tablets to assist customers
and personalize the shopping experience. This enables personnel to search inventory, order items and complete
transactions without having to leave a shopper during a crucial interaction.

Areas of improvement
While omnichannel leaders had an average score of 76, the retail industry average is 40 on a 100-point scale.
According to the findings from Newstore, however, significant improvements have been made.

One of the largest improvement areas has been in terms of fulfillment, where 56 percent of retailers offer buy
online, return in-store. This is a jump of 33 percent since 2018.

Frontline staff also have more access to consumer information than ever before. This is driven in part by the 68
percent of sales associates that now use smartphones or tablets to engage and transact with customers, an 8 percent
jump from 2018.

Nearly six in 10 store associates can see omnichannel purchase history, up from 32 percent last year. More than half
of associates can also now access organization-wide inventory levels from their mobile devices.

The very nature of customer service has changed in recent years, as consumers become more knowledgeable and
discerning and personalized in-store experiences have become the expectation.

As the way in which consumers interact with sales associates is evolving, more relationship building is neccessary
to maintain the relevance of the crucial frontline store staff.

Today, about nine in 10 consumers research online before heading to a store, rendering informational store
associate conversations less effective or necessary. During a keynote at Luxury FirstLook 2019, the CEO of Shanker
Inc. explained that to remain relevant, store associates need to undergo a cultural transformation that helps close the
gap between them and their clientele (see story).

In particular, luxury brands attract consumers with rare and excellent products, but maintain loyalty and grow their
client base through customer service. Technology has altered how sales associates engage with customers, but
meaningful relationships that boost brand loyalty are still formed through human interactions, which can be
developed and mastered with proper training (see story).

"The key to omnichannel is having a single system for real-time omni data inventory, customers and orders," Mr.
Schambach said. "And more importantly, putting this in the hands of store associates."
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