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SHOW 
AND 
TELL 
The Walmart-Bonobos deal 
shows the way to retail's 
showroom future. 
By Lee Peterson, Contributing Writer 

I N E A R L Y J U N E 2 0 1 7 , W A L M A R T S T O R E S I N C . 

(Bentonville, Ark.) surprised the retail and fashion 
industries by making an unexpected $310 million cash 
bid for Bonobos Inc. (New York), the wildly successful 
"digital-first" menswear brand. No retailer has more 
enthusiastically embraced the innovative, i f tragi
cally underutilized, merchandising strategy known as 
showroom stores better than Bonobos. 

To better understand the growing importance 
of showroom stores and identify which omnichan-
nel strategies most influenced purchase decisions, 
WD Partners (Dublin, Ohio) recently surveyed 3000 
consumers and asked respondents to rank key retail 
innovations, including showrooms, endless aisle, 
buy online, pick up in store (BOPIS), retail mobile 
apps, on-site food service, experiential retail, artificial 
intelligence (AI) and pop-up stores. The results were 
unequivocal: Showroom stores were viewed as the 
single most influential innovation driving purchases 
today. 

These definitive results motivated us to take an 
even closer look at the logic behind the Walmart-

VMSD.COM OCTOBER 2017 2 5 

http://VMSD.COM


GUEST COLUMN: SHOPPER INSIGHTS 

Does this concept influence your purchase decision? 
rat ing 4 or 5 o n a scale of 1 - no i at all inf luential to 5 - ext remely inf luential 
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Data from a recent WD 
Partners study illustrates 
the most influential retail 

concepts. Showrooms 
rank higher than the other 

features like BOPIS (buy 
online, pick up in store). 

Bonobos deal. We wanted to make sense of the out-
sized influence of the brand's showroom strategy. 
After all, Bonobos led the way for a bevy of digital-first 
brands, such as Warby Parker, Everlane, Dollar Shave 
Club and Casper. Each company has upended a staid 
product category, from eyewear to mattresses, with a 
digital-first model. 

Bonobos was launched a decade ago by entrepre
neur Andy Dunn and another Stanford M.B.A. grad, 
Brian Spaly. The pair went to market with a decep
tively simple business model: Sell a better pair of chino 
pants over the Internet. Bonobos instead created 
something entirely antithetical to the merchandising 
model of traditional retail. 

Bonobos calls its stores "Guideshops," and they are 
small - usually only about 1500-square-feet. But the 
space is much more than a traditional store, it's a fash
ion magazine spread come to life, a place to go shop
ping without the hassle and drawbacks of traditional 
shopping. The Guideshops, 42 in all, are essentially 
showroom stores. After all, what a showroom is, what 
it does, and how it functions within consumer culture 
is complex and ever-evolving. And no one - not even 
Bonobos - has entirely figured out how to fully exploit 
this revolutionary strategy. 

No wonder these inviting, transaction-free bou
tique zones are usually nestled in restive commercial 
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districts - tucked among coffee shops, scented candle 
stores and craft breweries. These are the hangout 
zones of urban life, places where people go to see and 
be seen. These are social territories, or in other words, 
spaces where identity-formation and aspirational 
thinking dominates. Consumption happens, but it's 
secondary. This is the essence of a showroom strategy: 
creating a space where desire and want rise above 
mere need and necessity. 

This is an exceedingly simple, yet enigmatic, idea. 
Bonobos was born online. But it isn't an e-commerce 
company first. It makes great pants and whimsical 
peacock shirts. But it doesn't do any of this via a legacy 
model of retail. 

Bonobos can't compete with Walmart's scale, but 
it has long beaten the chain in one key metric: sales 
per square foot, which is likely three times more than 
Walmart's. With total square footage of about 71,000, 
and an estimated $100 million in annual sales, Bono
bos may log $1408 sales per square foot, and some esti
mates go as high as $2000. That's significantly higher 
than the typical menswear store in American malls, 

which range between $350 and $650 per square foot. 
Walmart effectively bought a philosophy: The best 

way to build a brand is to create a superior physical 
product. But don't try to sell that product in a tradi
tional store first. Instead, start by selling your product 
with a digital-first experience. The influence of the 
showroom model will undoubtedly spur more innova
tion at Walmart. Showroom thinking is not just about 
apparel. For example, after the Bonobos deal, Walmart 
started Store No. 8, an internal venture focused exclu
sively on hatching new online retail businesses. 

Showroom stores aren't just the merchandising 
strategy of the future, but the store of the future. This 
raises a critical question for any retailer still sitting on 
the showroom sidelines: If even Walmart is getting on 
board in a big way, what's stopping/our brand? k 

Lee Peterson is executive vice president 
of brand, strategy and design at Dublin, 
Ohio-based WD Partners, a global 
customer experience firm. 

Bonobos' Detroit Guideshop 
offers shoppers a one-on-one 
meeting with a fit and style 
expert. Items are shipped to 
the consumer within two to 

five days to reduce thefriction 
of queues, checkout lanes and. 
cairying shopping bags. 
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