
• TECHNOLOGY 

SELLING SATISFACTION 
Fitting rooms are retail's latest technological playground by SANDY SMITH 

W 
e've all been there: An item of clothing catches our eye in a store. We rush 
to a dressing room to see how it looks on, but once there, under the harsh 
fluorescent lighting ... let's just say it looked better on the hanger. So we leave, 
thinking perhaps the money would be better spent on spin classes than jeans. 

W h i l e tha t part icular shade of o f f -whi te 

pa int continues t o hang on i n a f ew dressing 

rooms , retailers understand the importance 

o f the f i t t i n g r o o m i n closing the sale. The 

numbers back i t up , according t o a new b o o k 

called Fit Happens: Analog Buying in a Digital 

World: M o r e than t w o - t h i r d s o f shoppers w h o 

use fitting rooms are l ike ly t o buy something; 

those w h o use f i t t ing rooms are twice as l ike ly 

to make a purchase as those w h o just browse. 

" T h e f i t t i n g r o o m is extremely i m p o r t a n t , 

to shoppers and retailers a l i k e , " says D e b o r a h 

Weinswig , executive director and head of g lob

al reta i l research and intelligence w i t h the Fung 

Business Intelligence Centre. " T h i n k about i t 

this w a y : A customer decides to shop i n y o u r 

store, moves t h r o u g h the first several gateways 

i n the shopping experience and finally commits 

to an i t e m she wants t o t r y on . 

" G e t t i n g her i n t o the fitting r o o m is the first 

ma jor accomplishment. Get t ing her to buy is 

the ultimate goal , " she says. " H o w that piece of 

c lothing makes the customer look and feel at that 

m o m e n t i n the dressing r o o m is cr i t ica l for both 

the sale and the creation of a loyal customer. 

The f i t t ing r o o m is where the magic happens." 

"Design-wise, the fitting r o o m should be 

an extension o f the sales f loor , " says M a r g e 

Laney, author of Fit Happens and C E O of 

A l e r t Tech. "Sometimes there's such a discon

nect between that envi ronment and the sales 

floor tha t the enthusiasm is lost and the posi

tive b u y i n g experience is gone. " 

Technology is certainly finding its w a y into 

the dressing r o o m as a means to enhance service. 

" W e don't see physical retail going away," says 

Healey Cypher, head of eBay Enterprise's retail 

innovat ion group. " W e see i t changing — per

haps fundamentally — over the coming years." 

A t eBay Enterprise, " W e l o o k at a physical 

store s imilar t o an onl ine session," he says. I n 

the same w a y e-retailers study drop-o f f points 

and h o w visitors navigate t o and a round their 

websites, " w e t h i n k o f the physical stores as 

identical . W h e n y o u cross the threshold o f that 

store, y o u r retai l session has begun. I f there's 

t o o m u c h f r i c t i o n , people don ' t buy . " 

Case i n p o i n t : 65 percent o f shoppers w o n ' t 

ask for help i f they can't find their size i n a 

desired i t em. "That ' s just leaving money o n the 

tab le , " Cypher says. Similarly, i f the checkout 

l ine is t o o long , they ' l l leave. " B u t i f someone 

goes i n t o a dressing r o o m , there is a two- th i rd s 

chance t h e y ' l l convert t o a purchase. W e t r ied 

to t h i n k about the fitting r o o m cr i t ica l ly and 

make that f r i c t i o n inv i s ib le . " 
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THE RIGHT FIT 

For an area that is so v i t a l to dr iv ing sales, one 

m ight t h i n k that retailers have found the bal

ance. N o t so, says Laney, w h o has spent m u c h 

o f her career studying retai l f i t t ing rooms. 

The experiences, she says, " r u n the gamut 

f r o m unpleasant to incredible, f r o m discon

nected to fu l ly engaged. There are so m a n y re

tailers tha t just leave that process t o either the 

customer entirely, or they leave the engagement 

to the discretion of the sales associate. That's 

just w r o n g . 

"Those are opportuni t ie s — the f i t t i n g r o o m 

is where the customer wants t o engage," Laney 

says. " T h e sales f loor is the engagement zone 

where the customer is deciding whether they 

w a n t t o engage. Once they get into the f i t t ing 

r o o m , that's when . . . they w a n t to speak personal

ly and engage personally w i t h the sales associate." 

F ind ing the r i g h t balance — the attentive-

but-not-c loy ing sales associate — is v i t a l . 

Laney's b o o k includes the statistic tha t i f a 

shopper is forced t o re-dress and head back t o 

the sales floor i n search o f another size or style, 

she'll s imply leave the store 75 percent o f the 

t ime . The sales associate/shopper relat ionship 

b u i l t in the fitting r o o m can provide benefits 

that extend w e l l beyond securing the sale. 

" T h e best place to b u i l d loyal ty and p r o m o t e 

loya l ty and get i n f o r m a t i o n is i n the fitting 

r o o m , " Laney says. " A r m that associate w i t h 

a tablet w i t h the abi l i ty t o give and take i n 

f o r m a t i o n w i t h the customer. Everybody has 

their jean retailer where they go. I always get 

the same size, bu t I can't remember m y style . " 

They access the i n f o r m a t i o n and say, ' "You ' re 

a size 12, this is the cut y o u always use.' That's 

valuable i n f o r m a t i o n . " 

But there can be t o o m u c h o f a g o o d t h i n g . 

Paula Rosenblum, managing partner o f Retai l 

Systems Research, cites one ma jor retailer 

where the "sales folks are attentive. The prob

lem, at least i n m y view, is the lack o f tools t o 

alert the associate w h e n y o u are ready for her. 

"There's n o t h i n g more m o r t i f y i n g t h a n to be 

standing there, three-fourths undressed, and 

have a sales associate pop i n , " she says. "I t ' s 

really a n n o y i n g . " 

Rosenblum, w h o focuses o n technology-

dr iven , consumer-centric re ta i l , recommends 

a l i gh t touch w i t h tools i n the fitting r o o m . 

"Rea l ly basic technology, l ike a w a y to let a 

sales associate k n o w y o u need h i m or her, is 

p r o b a b l y the most i m p o r t a n t t h i n g retailers 

can i n s t a l l , " she says. " I t can be as basic as [an 

ind ica tor ] at the checkout stand, or something 

more sophisticated, that sends specific wants t o 

the associate . . . but I t h i n k the h u m a n t o u c h at 

the r i g h t t ime is most i m p o r t a n t . " 

TECH ENTERS THE ARENA 

Neiman Marcus understands the power o f 

the f i t t i n g r o o m , b u i l d i n g i n a balance 

o f he lpfu l associates and l i t t le comforts l ike 

complementary beverages. Sales associates can 

suggest a pair o f shoes or f ind underpinnings 

as needed. 

" T h e fitting r o o m is really where the custom

er can envision themselves and physical ly p u t 

themselves in the c l o t h i n g , " says M i m i Ster

l i n g , N e i m a n Marcus's vice president o f cor

porate communicat ions and publ ic relations. 

" T h a t experience is very i m p o r t a n t t o us . " 

Earlier this year, N e i m a n M a r c u s unveiled 

the M e m o r y M i r r o r i n its W a l n u t Creek, Cali f . , 

store; t w o others have been added i n San Fran

cisco and suburban Dallas, w i t h more t o come. 

The M e m o r y M i r r o r , created by M e m o M i i n 

con junc t ion w i t h N e i m a n Marcus's I n n o v a t i o n 

Lab , is located outside the f i t t i n g r o o m — but 

s t i l l has an impact o n w h a t occurs inside. A 

shopper tries o n an out f i t i n the fitting r o o m , 

stands i n f r o n t o f the m i r r o r and creates a 

video. W h e n she tries o n the next out f i t or 

t w o , she can see herself i n the vary ing looks 

side by side. She also can send out the video 

for that a l l - impor tan t social experience: feed-

More than 
two-thirds 
of shoppers 
who use fitting 
rooms are 
likely to buy 
something. 
— Fit Happens: Analog 

Buying in a Digital World 
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If a shopper 
is forced 
to re-dress 
to look for 
another size 
or style, she'll 
leave the store 
75 percent 
of the time. 
— Fit Happens: Analog 

Buying in a Digital World 

back f r o m her friends. 

The technology also a l lows for efficiency. 

Sterling relates the story o f a mother whose 

daughter was shopping for bridal-related 

c lo th ing . They spent all their spare t ime co

o r d i n a t i n g tr ips to retailers t o f ind the r i g h t 

looks. W h e n the daughter t r i ed o n outfits and 

sent her mother images f r o m the M e m o r y M i r -

ror, the shopping process became a lo t easier 

for b o t h as they no longer needed to coord i 

nate schedules for j o i n t shopping. 

St i l l , there were hurdles for N e i m a n M a r c u s 

before the p roduc t cou ld be deployed. " T h e 

w a y cameras capture y o u versus w h a t y o u 

l o o k like i n a m i r r o r had to be overr idden w i t h 

an a l g o r i t h m , " Sterling says. " W e w a n t e d i t t o 

l o o k like a mi r ror , n o t a video camera. There 

was a w h o l e process o f going t h r o u g h these 

changes w i t h the developer. C o l o r changing 

opt ions weren't really 

relevant for our p r o d 

uct, bu t ' shareabil i ty ' 

was the key t o m a k i n g 

things easier for the cus

tomer . " 

N e i m a n Marcus is far 

f r o m alone i n incorpo

ra t ing technology in or 

near f i t t ing rooms. 

' "Tech meets fashion' 

w i l l be a buzz phrase 

in the months ahead," 

says Weinswig . "There 

are some very innova

tive applications o f f i t 

t i n g r o o m technology i n 

place today, and tech

nology w i l l cont inue 

to generate creative 

solutions for engaging 

the customer. I t h i n k i f 

the tech is focused less 

o n captur ing the cus

tomer's a t tent ion and 

more o n meeting the 

customer's need, i t w i l l 

be most effective." 

But so t o o is the bal

ance in creating an 

atmosphere where the 

customer feels at his 

best. " F i t t i n g rooms are 

a psychological land

mine for everybody," 

Laney says. "Retailers can't do anyth ing about 

tha t at a l l , and they shouldn' t even t ry t o ad

dress that . W h a t they can do is ride as l i ght ly 

as they can o n psychological problems by cre

at ing an envi ronment tha t makes the customer 

l o o k and feel good . 

"F i t t ing r o o m design, service and technology 

that enhances the customer's personal relation

ship w i t h the brand are areas o f focus," she says,-

" b u t cameras are a no-no . That's just one o f 

those things people w i l l no t tolerate in t h e r e . " 

That's a lesson eBay Enterprise learned the 

hard w a y w h e n testing its connected store 

concept, w h i c h includes an interactive fitting 

r o o m . They b r o u g h t a test group into the lab, 

and one w o m a n ran o u t five seconds after en

ter ing the dressing r o o m . "She said, ' I ' d never 

use t h i s , ' " Cypher says. " W h e n w e asked w h y , 

she said she'd been w o r k i n g out a l l summer 

I 
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and her t h i g h gap was larger than the m i r r o r 

s h o w e d . " 

T h a t underscored the importance o f " s k i n 

n y " m i r r o r s . " W e then spent several hours 

go ing to every fitting r o o m i n SoHo and mak

ing sure w e had the best m i r r o r before w e 

could put the technology behind i t , " he says. 

Thi s is i n line w i t h the eBay Enterprise team's 

core principles : It's always got t o be about the 

fashion — the tech comes second. 

A t first glance, the eBay Enterprise interac

tive fitting r o o m looks l ike a typ ica l stylish fit

t i n g r o o m : Once products cross the threshold , 

however, an R F I D sensor in forms the m i r r o r 

o f a l l the items brought i n , and the m i r r o r be

comes a touchscreen. 

" T h e first t h i n g y o u can do out o f the gate is 

change the l i g h t i n g , " Cypher says. " I f you're 

l o o k i n g for an out f i t to wear after da rk , y o u 

can choose a n ight t ime l i gh t ing setting. . . . 

I t a l lows the customer to gain c o n t r o l . This 

comes f r o m our experience i n game design — 

there has to be an immediate w i n . W h e n they 

figure i t ou t , their confidence level increases 

and they continue t o other features." 

eBay Enterprise has f ound that many con

sumers w i l l tweak the l i gh t ing almost i m m e d i 

ately. As they become more comfortable they 

choose other opt ions , l ike requesting a varia

t i o n o f what's i n stock or brows ing recommen

dations. The technology also a l lows the shop

per to connect w i t h stylists armed w i t h iPads. 

Associates don ' t just k n o w w h a t the shopper 

has asked for ; they can access everything that 

has been brought i n t o the f i t t i n g r o o m . 

" T h e first interact ion is a value-add," Cypher 

says. " T h e stylist can say, 'Here's a belt that 

goes nicely w i t h that , ' or 'Tha t jacket always 

runs a l i t t l e b ig , so I've brought another size.'" 

For customers w h o don ' t l ike technology 

in their dressing rooms , i t can easily be m i n i 

mized, bu t few are d o i n g so. " T h e percentage 

that has m i n i m i z e d the experience and n o t re-

max imized i t is less than .05 percent , " Cypher 

says. Current ly , the eBay Enterprise interactive 

fitting rooms are open i n t w o Rebecca M i n k o f f 

stores — in N e w York's SoHo ne ighborhood 

and San Francisco — w i t h another i n Los A n 

geles due to open soon. 

" W e started i n apparel and fashion because 

that's the most challenging place to s tar t , " 

Cypher says. " I f y o u can solve the incredibly 

complex catalog structure and consumer de

mands that come w i t h fashion, you're o n the 

r i g h t p a t h . " 

The interact ion is a t w o - w a y street, as re

tailers also gain valuable insights. The R F I D 

technology provides i n f o r m a t i o n o n every i t em 

taken i n t o the dressing r o o m — n o t just those 

purchased. Customers can also l i n k fitting 

r o o m sessions to loya l ty accounts. " I t ' s l ike an 

abandoned cart o n l i n e , " Cypher says. " W e can 

say, 'Here's tha t one i tem y o u d idn ' t buy, and 

it's n o w o n sale.'" 

T h a t insight comes w i t h some u n k n o w n s : 

W i l l consumers use it? I f so, w i l l they spend 

so m u c h more t ime in the fitting r o o m that i t 

creates a bottleneck that drives other shoppers 

f r o m the store? 

" W e were w o r r i e d about t h a t , " Cypher says. 

" B u t we f o u n d that just by removing the ineffi

ciency, the average t ime in the fitting r o o m has 

gone d o w n . " 

A t N e i m a n M a r c u s , tha t question isn't 

even o n the table. " W e have p lenty of f i t t i n g 

r o o m s , " Sterling says. " W e w a n t o u r custom

ers t o take the t ime they need to make a deci

sion. As Stanley Marcus always said, 'We are 

in the business o f selling sat is fact ion. ' " 

W h i l e the N e i m a n Marcus and eBay Enter

prise projects are en joying successful ro l lout s , 

there is some question as to h o w w i d e l y such 

technology w i l l be adopted. 

" T h a t is the mi l l ion-do l l a r ques t ion , " 

Weinswig says. " D o they really w a n t a tablet 

to prov ide w a r d r o b e suggestions, or w i l l i t 

feel l ike advertis ing has extended i n t o the p r i 

vacy o f their dressing room? H o w a retailer 

integrates technology w i l l determine whether 

or n o t technology i n the f i t t i n g r o o m sticks. I f 

the technology is enabl ing the customer to buy 

w h a t they w a n t , h o w and w h e n they w a n t i t , i t 

w i l l get the customer excited about her bricks-

and-mortar experience." 

Just a few months i n , that is p r o v i n g true at 

N e i m a n M a r c u s . 

"We're very happy w i t h the technology and 

the response that we're receiving f r o m the 

customer," Sterling says. " I t is surpris ing and 

del ight ing them, and p r o v i d i n g an add i t iona l 

level of service. The m i r r o r enhances the expe

rience i n the store. The excitement tha t every

one is having a round i t is w h a t makes us feel 

tha t i t is a true success." STORES 

Sandy Smith grew up working in her family's grocery 

store, where the only handheld was a pricemarker with 

labels. 
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