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School Spirit 
College bookstore giant Follett enhances its online experience with Al 

by JOHN MORELL 

Q uite a few retailers w o u l d l ike to 

have the " p r o b l e m s " that Follett 

faces. The pr ivate ly o w n e d , suburban 

Chicago c o r p o r a t i o n traces its roots 

back t o the 1870s and has become the 

premier operator o f college bookstores i n 

N o r t h A m e r i c a . M o r e t h a n 1,200 Fol let t 

outlets are spread across campuses and 

the c o m p a n y operates 

another 1,800 ecommerce 

sites selling tex tbooks and 

merchandise. 

W i t h b u i l t - i n customer 

bases, l o n g - t e r m contracts 

w i t h i n s t i t u t i o n s and the 

g r o w t h of higher educat ion , 

w h a t c o u l d go w r o n g ? Just 

about a n y t h i n g , 

" W e d o n ' t have the advantage of 

s e l l i n g p r o d u c t s t h r o u g h one b r a n d e d 

o u t l e t , " says Roe M c F a r l a n e , Fo l l e t t ' s 

c h i e f d i g i t a l p r o d u c t a n d m a r k e t i n g 

o f f i c e r . " W e ' r e o p e r a t i n g i n m o r e t h a n 

a t h o u s a n d h y p e r - l o c a l m a r k e t s . N o t r e 

D a m e m e r c h a n d i s e is n o t g o i n g sell 

o n the sites o r i n the stores o f o t h e r 

schools a n d vice versa. W e ' v e g o t a 

b r o a d c u s t o m e r base t h a t is l o o k i n g f o r 

a n a r r o w range o f p r o d u c t s . " 

T h i s means despite h a v i n g 1 ,200 

b r i c k s - a n d - m o r t a r stores, a customer 

can' t b u y a s h i r t at Follett 's "State U " 

store a n d r e t u r n i t at the "Pr ivate U " 

store across t o w n because o f the d i f ferent 

supply c h a i n . Each 

H M B * " store a n d site operates 

ike a n i n d i v i d u a l l y 

o w n e d out le t , even o n 

campuses. A t some large 

schools, stores located 

near graduate school 

b u i l d i n g s c a r r y d i f ferent 

pro du cts t h a n stores near 

f reshman hous ing . 
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' H E A D L E S S ' COMMERCE 

A l t h o u g h m o s t o f F o l l e t t ' s m e r c h a n d i s e 

b u y i n g c a p a b i l i t i e s are a u t o m a t e d , 

h u m a n o v e r s i g h t is s t i l l needed to m a k e 

sure N o r t h e a s t e r n I l l i n o i s U n i v e r s i t y ' s 

b o o k s t o r e sites d o n ' t sell N o r t h w e s t e r n 

U n i v e r s i t y s w e a t s h i r t s . G e t t i n g t h a t e x t r a 

o v e r s i g h t w a s one o f M c F a r l a n e ' s goals . 

F o l l e t t has used I B M f o r its e c o m m e r c e 

i n f r a s t r u c t u r e f o r n e a r l y 2 0 years ; 

M c F a r l a n e credi t s I B M w i t h h e l p i n g 

ad jus t t o the m o b i l e - f i r s t preferences 

o f c u s t o m e r s . T h e n a s t u d y he 

c o m m i s s i o n e d last year f o u n d some gaps 

i n the c o m p a n y ' s e c o m m e r c e s t ra tegy . I t 

l o o k e d at h o w F o l l e t t was p r o j e c t e d t o 

c o n t i n u e t o scale u p , w i t h n e a r l y 2 , 0 0 0 

sites, h u n d r e d s o f t h o u s a n d s of u n i q u e 

a p p a r e l i t ems a n d m i l l i o n s o f p r o d u c t s . 

T h e c o m p a n y also h a d t o deal w i t h a 

f e w b i g rushes each year , as s tudents a n d 

t h e i r f a m i l i e s b u y b o o k s a n d suppl ies 

at the b e g i n n i n g of each semester a n d 

q u a r t e r . A b o u t 70 percent o f these 

purchases are b u y o n l i n e , p i c k up i n 

s tore . M c F a r l a n e saw t h a t e v e n t u a l l y 

F o l l e t t ' s i n f r a s t r u c t u r e w o u l d n ' t be able 

t o h a n d l e the t r a f f i c . 

" W e t a l k e d t o o u r p a r t n e r s at I B M 

a n d discussed w h a t w e f o u n d t o see 

w h a t t h e y c o u l d d o , " says M c F a r l a n e . 

" T h e y ' v e been w i t h us a l o n g t i m e so 

t h e y k n o w there a ren ' t m a n y businesses 

l i k e u s . " 

A f t e r m o r e meet ings a n d tests, F o l l e t t 

agreed t o inves t $50 m i l l i o n last year t o 

i n c o r p o r a t e I B M ' s WebSphere V 9 i n t o 

its p l a t f o r m . T h e o f f i c i a l r o l l o u t w i l l 

be n e x t s p r i n g , a n d tests o f the system 

s h o w p r o m i s e , n a m e l y the c o m p a n y ' s 

m o v e m e n t i n t o the b u r g e o n i n g w o r l d o f 

"headless e c o m m e r c e . " 

" I n headed commerce , as customers 

are b r o w s i n g , shopping and checking 

o u t they're p i n g i n g the w h o l e stack, the 

a p p l i c a t i o n , servers a n d databases," 

M c F a r l a n e says. " I n a headless p l a t f o r m , 

there are micro-services at the very t o p and 

you're c a l l i n g o n the var ious services as y o u 

need t h e m . It's m u c h m o r e eff ic ient and is 

where heavily t r a f f i c k e d sites are headed." 

N e w e r p l a t f o r m s such as WebSphere 

V 9 rely m o r e heavily o n a l g o r i t h m s 

a n d a r t i f i c i a l intelligence t o s treamline 

operat ions . " W h e n y o u have thousands of 

"Younger consumers don't 
monopolize mobile use. 

Most people are surprised 
that our primary searchers 

are moms shopping for their 
kids. ... We're catering to 

more than young adults with 
backpacks." 

— Roe McFarlane, Follett 

unique sites l ike Fol le t t , i t can be d i f f i c u l t 

to address customer needs that spread 

across these d i f ferent loca t ions , " says 

R o b e r t H e a r n , general manager and g loba l 

chief revenue off icer for I B M ' s W a t s o n 

Customer Engagement. " O n l y 3 to 10 

percent of visi tors t o an ecommerce site 

convert to sales, so any m i n u t e t h i n g t h a t 

can be done to make the experience better 

w i l l m a k e a huge di f ference . " 

One aspect o f the n e w Fol le t t p l a t f o r m 

w i l l be a boost i n struggle detect ion. 

Us ing I B M ' s W a t s o n A I , the system w i l l 

be able to f o l l o w customer paths a r o u n d 

the var ious sites and see p o t e n t i a l s t i c k i n g 

points tha t prevent a sale. " T h e system 

can then suggest solutions to m a k e that 

conversion based o n past experience," 

H e a r n says. 

A I also w i l l be able to offer better 

p r o d u c t suggestions w h e n customers are 

shopping . " I t w i l l k n o w f r o m the paths 

other shoppers have taken w h a t they m a y 

be interested i n , " M c F a r l a n e says. " A n 

a r t s tudent l o o k i n g f o r a p a r t i c u l a r brush 

m a y w a n t to see a w i d e selection of other 

brushes purchased by s i m i l a r buyers ." 

ADDITIONAL SERVICES 

Follett 's n e w p l a t f o r m w i l l be centered 

a r o u n d m o b i l e users, but n o t because 

of its large m i l l e n n i a l customer base. 

" Y o u n g e r consumers d o n ' t m o n o p o l i z e 

m o b i l e use," M c F a r l a n e says. " M o s t 

people are surprised t h a t o u r p r i m a r y 

searchers are m o m s s h o p p i n g for the ir 

k i d s . A l s o about 60 percent are n o n -

t r a d i t i o n a l students. These include people 

r e t u r n i n g t o school after w o r k i n g or 

being i n the m i l i t a r y , single parents and 

re t i red people w h o are l o o k i n g to enr i ch 

themselves. We're cater ing to more t h a n 

y o u n g adults w i t h backpacks . " 

T h e other r e q u i r e m e n t t h a t Fo l le t t was 

l o o k i n g f o r w i t h its n e w p l a t f o r m was 

an easy a b i l i t y to e x p a n d i n t o services. 

"People are s h o p p i n g f o r books a n d 

merchandise , but we w a n t e d to explore 

business 'adjacencies' t h a t we c o u l d enter," 

M c F a r l a n e says. "There 's n o reason buyers 

w o n ' t be able to b o o k t u t o r i n g t h r o u g h 

o u r sites, as w e l l as t ravel a n d l o o k f o r 

jobs and internships . W e also w a n t t o 

cont inue to f o l l o w the t r e n d t o w a r d m o r e 

d i g i t a l course materials as w e l l as open 

c o n t e n t . " 

S h i f t i n g i n t o services means m a k i n g 

some f u n d a m e n t a l changes t o h o w 

Follett 's sites w o r k . " W h e n y o u buy a 

h o o d i e , i t gets moved i n t o y o u r s h o p p i n g 

c a r t a n d y o u purchase i t , " M c F a r l a n e 

says. " I t ' s s imple and we've done i t 

m i l l i o n s o f t imes. W i t h services, however , 

y o u need to h o o k i n t o the a p p l i c a t i o n 

p r o g r a m interfaces of other companies . 

For instance, y o u w a n t to a l l o w a t u t o r i n g 

c o m p a n y to offer their services t h r o u g h 

y o u r site, he lping t h e m f i n d customers t h a t 

come t h r o u g h o u r f r o n t d o o r o n the w e b . 

W e needed to have an advanced system 

t h a t w o u l d take us to t h a t l eve l . " 

A m o r e robust A I p r o g r a m is also 

expected to m a k e each school site even 

m o r e personal . C u r r e n t p r o t o c o l w h e n 

r a i n is forecasted i n an area is for the 

Fol le t t sites to feature r a i n gear o n the 

f r o n t pages. I t has to be done m a n u a l l y 

by a tech n o w ; w i t h the new I B M system, 

loca l changes w i l l be done automat ica l ly . 

A I w i l l also p r o v i d e an ext ra p a i r o f eyes 

to m a k e sure products of fered are t i m e l y 

and o n target . 

O n e f u t u r e area where M c F a r l a n e sees 

great p o t e n t i a l is using the system to 

e x p a n d Follett 's customer base. "Presently 

o u r customers are students a n d the i r 

i m m e d i a t e fami l i e s , but there's n o reason 

w h y we can't do w h a t other retailers have 

done i n the w e d d i n g business: Create a 

registry or ' w i s h l i s t ' o f products tha t 

students can share w i t h grandparents and 

extended f a m i l y . O v e r a l l , a d d i n g A I w i l l 

b r i n g us new o p p o r t u n i t i e s w e haven' t 

even t h o u g h t of y e t . " STORES 

John Morell is a Los Angeles-based writer who 

has covered retail and business topics for a 

number of publications around the world. 
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