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By ELLEN KELLEHER

A hyperlocal approach is "the next big thing" to hit the retail industry as retailers grapple with how to leverage data
analytics and artificial intelligence to deliver improved shopping experiences.

Speaking at the National Retail Federation's Big Show on Jan. 12, consultants from Capgemini discussed strategies
that can be employed to find new ways in which retailers can reach consumers. In response to the new normal
triggered by the pandemic, retailers are using technology to adapt to the new landscape and creating more flexible
supply chains.

"We're experiencing just a massive shift in consumer demand and an escalation to online buying like we've never
experienced before," said Lindsey Mazza, lead consultant for the global consumer products and retail group at
Capgemini, Fort Lauderdale. "Thinking small is  the next big thing and we're going to see a lot of that as 2021
progresses."

The panel was moderated by Vito Labate, vice president and global industry marketing leader for Capgemini
America.

Inventory delivery in focus
Amid one of the largest global crises in history, retailers have been faced with the challenge of getting inventory that
is available on a limited basis to the locations where consumers are shopping for it. At the same time, pressure to
reduce costs on the supply chain has not diminished.

As a result, businesses are making the shift to being hyperlocal or operating as close to one's target population as
possible since it allows for benefits such as a one- to two-hour delivery window. Micro-fulfillment centers are also
all the rage as they allow retailers to leverage existing stores to increase their receptiveness to online orders.
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"It can mean using a store to fulfill or sourcing local products," Ms. Mazza said. "We have seen just a giant increase
in the amount of expectations consumers have around getting the product to them nearly immediately.

"We can get complex with that and build fully robotic fulfillment centers," she said. "And that's going to continue to
help us reduce costs."

The quasi-revolution taking place in sales and distribution is an opportunity for retailers to break paradigms and
previous boundaries. The new model of supply chain is now being viewed as a supply network where consumers
can be met wherever, whenever and however they are shopping.

Consumers are now firmly back at the center of most retailers' business models in a way where service at a
moment's notice is encouraged.

"This situation allows us to bring new ideas into our companies and take shots we may not have been prompted into
otherwise," Ms. Mazza said. "Retailers are really figuring out how to expand the definition of a supply chain to
include the metrics of margin revenue and inventory revenue at the same time."

In serving its client base, Capgemini's goal is to predict consumers' propensity to buy a product based on the
attributes that encourage them to do so at a specific point in time.

"Using cognitive computing and the data that we're able to mine, we can spend more time evaluating those driving
attributes," Ms. Mazza said.

Deciding on which store or distribution center might be the right place from which to launch quick delivery is
another approach gaining favor among retailers. Demand forecasting is another issue, as sales history in a year
such as this one is unlikely to offer a view of the future.

"The question is how do we combine new things that are happening and how do we react faster to some of the
changes that we're seeing in the marketplace," said Joyce Chew, smart retail planner delivery consultant at
Capgemini, Toronto.

According to the panelists, the so-called social commerce experience, whereby shoppers rely on Facebook,
Instagram and other social media sites to influence their buying decisions, is  also fundamentally changing demand
patterns.

Per Ms. Chew, more connectivity can help consumers make purchase decisions in a more agile manner for clearer
demand forecasts.
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Retailers are also taking a more holistic approach to analytics and attempting to introduce artificial intelligence and
data across the full gamut of their networks. A fashion line, for instance, that is approaching the end of a season,
could benefit from an automated approach to deciding where to place clothing.

Instant gratification
Affluents turned to online shopping at record levels in 2020, but they still expect to have purchases in hand as soon
as possible one of the benefits of in-store shopping, particularly for luxury goods.

Consumers have embraced retailers' expanded fulfillment options, including buy-online-pickup-in-store (BOPIS)
and curbside pickup, as many remain wary of in-store shopping (see story).

BOPIS and other click-and-collect options will shift from a perk to an expectation for shoppers. However, brands
will also be expected to invest in in-store technology that will replicate the online experience.

With deployment of COVID-19 vaccines now underway, shoppers are expected to return to stores but it is  a matter of
when and to what extent (see story).

"Being nimble is the way to win," Ms. Mazza said. "The future is digital and human and the art behind picking the
products will not go away."
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