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The journey to becoming a
digitally advanced retailer

Retail Week and HP’s Digital Transformation Report looks
at retail strategy, innovations and challenges in the digital era

hat does the digitally

progressive retailer look

like? Given that multi-

channel retailing is still
in its infancy, no one yet truly knows
either its potential or, ultimately, how
businesses should shape themselves to
prepare for that.

That is why Retail Week has pro-
duced a report on the digital transfor-
mation taking place at some of the UK’s
most forward-thinking retail brands,
based on interviews with 15 ecom-
merce and IT leaders.

Big questions

What are the respondents’ views on the
challenges facing them as they con-
tinue to transform their businesses in
the digital era? What do they prioritise
in their journeys to becoming digitally
advanced?

Is Britain a nation of digitally pro-
gressive shopkeepers? Two-thirds of
retailers rate themselves at seven on a
scale of one to 10 in terms of digital
transformation.

They believe that they’ve gone some
way in the process of restructuring and
adopting new technologies. However,
legacy systems and the costs of chang-
ing them are holding them back.

Would anyone classify themselves
as truly digitally transformed? No. But
businesses considered at the upper end
of the scale include Burberry, John
Lewis and, unsurprisingly, Amazon.

While there is a great desire and a
competitive need to become a truly
digitally advanced business, retailers
are wary of getting caught up in a tech-
nology race and losing sight of what is
most important to their businesses —
the customer.

Another consideration is the lan-
guage retailers use internally to talk
about digital developments. It needs to
be inclusive or it risks alienating col-
leagues from the digital strategy.

Digital potential
Another area for discussion is which
specific technologies are having the
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greatest impact on customers’ multi-
channel experience today, and which
have the greatest potential to do so in
the future.

Most feel that mobile apps and stock
management systems are having the
greatest impact. With regard to stock
management systems, the inability to
provide visibility of stock for consum-
ers and meeting their expectations of
deliveries and returns, are cited as
common concerns in improving the
customer experience.

Looking ahead, 27% of respondents
cite in-store technology — including
Google Glass and geolocation tools — as
having the potential to improve cus-
tomers’ multichannel experience.

A third of retailers believe CRM and
data management have the most poten-
tial to improve the shopping experi-
ence. Much of this can be attributed to

the impact of personalisation and the
factitis seen as a great benefit to today’s
always-connected society.

Retailers remain buoyant about the
as-yet-untapped potential in collecting
data that will better inform the cus-
tomer journey.

There is a feeling, however, that
retailers need to break down silos and
become truly cross-functional to obtain
amore holistic view of the customer.

Cross-functional collaboration
Two issues are commonly seen as
standing in the way of retailers’ digital
transformation. One that is cited
throughout nearly all of the in-depth
interviews for the report is the problem
of working within the confines
of restrictive traditional company
structures.

Cross-functional teams are viewed by
many as critical to digital transforma-
tion, yet there are concerns that senior
management is not always supportive
of implementing such changes.

The other is the ongoing and oft-dis-
cussed problem of legacy IT systems.
Not only is there a problem with the
expense of overhauling them, they
pose difficulties in terms of much-
needed agility.

What’s more, many retailers encoun-
ter barriers from senior management.
There is still reluctance in some board-
rooms to invest in systems unless there
is evidence that they will contribute to
profitability.

IT teams are most commonly cited as
being challenged in ensuring they are
equipped for a multichannel world,
closely followed by chief executives.

There are also questions about
whether or not enough retail IT teams
have the vision and leadership that
isneeded.

Sourcing talent

Finding good people is an issue in
every industry, and retail is no excep-
tion. Retailers compete not just with
each other, but with thousands of other
industries for the best digital talent.
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But in spite of these challenges and
all the other issues raised about the
complexity and expense of digital
transformation, retailers remain deter-
mined. That is reflected in the level of
digital innovation taking place.

The overall sentiment is acknowl-
edgement that there will be constant
challenges, experiments and failures —
all of which will help inform the opti-
mum digital retail model of the future.

Evolved technology function

Tt is clear that, as a direct result of digi-
tal advances, the role and image of the
IT department within British retailers
is vastly different from 10 years ago.
Rather than a cost-saver, it is now
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of the online retail users on smartphones Nevertheless, changing that mindset
market in 2014 who used a retail site among some people in the business
or app in March 2014 remains a challenge that is best man-
aged by someone who is prepared to
state the case thoroughly.

Educating the business about the
changed role of IT is essential. Tradi-
tionally, the vast majority of retail
spending has been on people and prop-
erty. But an increasing amount of that
expenditure is now on technology and,
within that, there is increasing spend-
ing on customer-facing technology.

Becoming a digitally advanced busi-
ness is complex, often expensive,
challenging and, as nearly all our
respondents mention in one way or
another, it can be a matter of trial
and error.

The ecommerce director of a pure-
play retailer describes their business as
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digital strategy technical point of view 12 months, in the new world it takes

six to 12 days”.
Even the experts admit an element
@a of the unknown remains. The head
L == of information at one of the UK’s big-
) gest and most-respected multichannel
retailers admits: “You have to get used

to not knowing what the end game
is going to be.”
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