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TRACY ISSEL: MICROSOFT

How a retailer delivers for its customers is becoming
as important as what it delivers. Successful retailers are
no longer just the ones who sell the latest must-have
item – they’re the ones that can do this while creating
a personal customer experience and offering a unified
and continuous shopping journey across all channels.
In the pages that follow, we find out how retail
organisations can earn customers’ trust and loyalty
by listening and being relevant at their point of
need. We discover the role of machine learning and
automated analytics and find out how Microsoft and
its partners are enabling change.
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How to create

amazing
customer

experiences
Microsoft’s Pinar Salk tells us how technologies like analytics and
machine learning are helping retailers to create the personalised
and seamless shopping experience their customers expect
BY REBECCA GIBSON

G

one are the days where customers visiting US-based home improvement store
Lowe’s had to flick through multiple
swatches of paints and materials, or wander
round the store looking at appliances. Now,
they simply populate their Pinterest boards
with images of their ideal kitchens, send it
to Lowe’s and the retailer uses analytics and
machine learning technologies to find relevant
products in its inventory to produce relevant
kitchen concepts. When they get to the store,
customers use a Microsoft HoloLens headset
to finalise a holographic representation of their
newly designed kitchen in real scale by switching between different colours and finishes and
moving appliances.
While Lowe’s is somewhat of a pioneer, this
is just the start of what’s likely to become the
standard for retail customer experiences, predicts Pinar Salk, Microsoft’s industry solutions
director for retail.
“Successful retailers are no longer the ones who
sell the best products; they’re the companies that
can identify and engage their customers as individuals, provide them with relevant product recommendations and personalised promotional
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discounts, and offer a unified and continuous
shopping journey across all channels,” she says.
However, most retailers are yet to deliver this
interactive and frictionless shopping experience,
largely because they have no way to connect the
customers in their stores to the customers using
their online and mobile channels.
“Ideally, customers should be able to search
for products online, create a wish list, come into
a physical store and be personally greeted by an
associate who will take them directly to those
products,” Salk comments. “However, most retailers have separate siloed systems for capturing
operational, online and transactional data, and
they often have no way of collecting data from
their physical stores. This means they can’t create a
360-degree overview of every individual and their
preferences, so they can’t provide a consistent service when customers switch between channels, or
identify potential sales and marketing opportunities that would drive sales and customer loyalty.”
To provide a friction-free and personalised shopping experience, retailers must first find a way to
capture and analyse data from every online and
offline customer touchpoint. Next, they must
identify how to use technology to capitalise on

Retailers are using
Microsoft HoloLens
and mixed reality to
improve the customer
experience and make
store planning easier

R E TA I L

these insights to meet customers’ needs and
expectations at each stage of the shopping journey.
Bluetooth beacons, smart cameras and sensors that connect with customer-facing mobile
apps provide an easy way for retailers to capture
data about the customers visiting their physical
stores. US-based outlet store Nordstrom Rack,
for example, has implemented Microsoft cloudbased beacon technology from Footmarks
so in-store customers can use a mobile app to
quickly locate products, scan barcodes to find
variations of the items at different outlets, and
place online orders. Not only do the beacons
make the customer experience seamless, but
they also allow Nordstrom Rack to capture data
about how customers behave in stores so it can
learn what products they like and deliver timely
personalised offers via the mobile app.
“Nordstrom Rack can use advanced analytics
and machine learning to combine this with data
from customers’ past purchases, their online

P R O F I L E D : S P E C S AV E R S

MPP Global helps optical
retailer boost efficiency
UK-based optical retailer Specsavers wanted to remove
legacy infrastructure, create internal efficiencies, protect its
successful revenue stream and future-proof its operations.
To do so, it used MPP Global’s eSuite subscription and billing
platform to develop and implement a new subscription
management model for its physical product catalogue.
Hosted on the Microsoft Azure cloud platform, MPP
Global’s eSuite subscription and billing platform enables
Specsavers to deploy recurring revenue models and
provides capabilities for scalable next-generation repeat
order management, payment scheduling, and customer
acquisition and retention. The advanced reporting feature
gives the retailer the business intelligence to operate
successful personalised subscription campaigns.
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Nordstrom Rack and
Macy’s are just two
retailers that are using
Microsoft technologies
to transform their stores

searches and wish lists, social media posts and
other sources to provide individuals with relevant product recommendations or customised
discounts,” comments Salk.
This capability is already helping Nordstrom
Rack to identify new opportunities to boost
customer loyalty and drive revenue. Salk cites an
example of a woman who visited a Nordstrom
Rack store and bought a watch.
“Previously, Nordstrom Rack would only have
seen the transaction data and assumed that the
woman specifically came to the store for the
watch and categorised her as an accessories
buyer,” she says. “However, data from the new
beacons showed that the woman spent 30 min-

“Successful retailers are the companies
that can identify and engage their
customers as individuals”
utes browsing the designer shoes and just three
minutes in the watch section, suggesting that she
was actually a shoe lover who couldn’t find what
she wanted. Armed with this insight, Nordstrom
Rack can now send her personalised recommendations or promotional discounts for shoes she
may like – a sales opportunity that would have
been completely missed before.”
Having access to both online and offline analytics also empowers retailers to develop targeted marketing campaigns that encourage
customers to spend by making them feel valued
as individuals. Cosmetics retailer Sephora, for
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example, has worked with marketing consultancy
SapientRazorfish to implement a cloud solution
so it can notify customers when their favourite
products are in stock or on sale via e-mail, direct
mail, SMS and mobile push notifications.
“The platform uses Adobe Analytics, Microsoft
Azure and PowerBI to provide a 360-degree overview of a customer’s purchase history and combines it with contextual data about factors such
as the climate and time of year,” Salk comments.
“This allows Sephora to understand how and
when to engage with different customers, so it’s
much more effective at converting leads into sales
than simply emailing a generic offer to everyone. Microsoft is working with Adobe to bring
its Experience Manager to more retailers like
Sephora so they can use contextual information
to create and deliver personalised customer experiences from a single platform across all channels.”
Salk predicts that as new technologies become
more powerful, intelligent and cost-effective to
install, it will only become easier for retailers to
deliver the experiences customers expect.
“Virtual agents and chatbots are already being
used by retailers like US department store Macy’s
to quickly answer customer questions, smart
cameras and Microsoft HoloLens are powering
interactive in-store experiences, and artificial intelligence (AI) technology has the potential to create
personal in-store stylist applications – it’s an exciting time for retailers,” she concludes. “Microsoft is
committed to working with our partners to bring
the most advanced analytics, machine learning,
AI and other technologies to our powerful cloud
platform so we can help retailers worldwide to digitally transform their customer journeys.”
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VIEWPOINT

Optimising the
shopper experience
M A R C T R U F FA U LT : D A S S A U LT S Y S T È M E S

Dassault Systèmes’ ‘Perfect Shelf’ industry solution experience is using
the capabilities of the cloud to enhance collaboration in the consumer
packaged goods and retail space

W

ith increasing pressure from online
competitors, brick-and-mortar retailers must increasingly place the shopper’s perspective at the heart of their execution
strategies. They must identify how best to deliver
a compelling experience in store to keep customers passing through their doors.
Dassault Systèmes’ ‘Perfect Shelf ’ industry solution experience based on the 3DEXPERIENCE
platform, allows users to create an immersive,
virtual 3D store environment and view ideas
from a shopper’s perspective. The objective is to
enable users to design new retail experiences, at
a much faster speed, and improve staff performance while remaining compliant.

“Retailers have to think beyond
just products and price”
‘Perfect Shelf ’ allows users to build store environments and navigate them as if they were a
shopper, and appreciate how merchandising
shifts with customer expectations. Furthermore,
the solution allows for increased engagement
with global or field sales teams, and lets users
create virtual designs and envisage how best to
introduce effective merchandising to a store.
Users can think in terms of categories and consumer tastes, and can introduce business plans in
context. Ultimately, the solution helps improve
decision-making, as brands or retail segments can
be better placed and presented within a store.
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The 3D environment within ‘Perfect Shelf ’
allows designs to be quickly adapted based
on trends and commercial performance. The
environment supports collaboration between
designers and stakeholders.
The solution is available both on-premise and
on the cloud, offering users quick access to the
tools they need to be very efficient. Using Perfect
Shelf via the cloud also helps centralise important data while keeping it secure, and allows all
team members to connect to the solution regardless of their device – all in real time, from any
location, on a 24/7 basis. This enables deeper
working relationships thanks to a shared and
dedicated collaborative space in the cloud.
Users can access all necessary data, and get a
real-time overview of project elements. Projects
can be worked on more coherently, and the
number of physical meetings can be reduced.
Ultimately, when retailers are looking to introduce a change, they must consider how they will
effectively drive that change throughout their
entire organisation. The ‘Perfect Shelf ’ solution
helps supports the execution of change within a
business or across a retail chain.
A shopper who feels the store experience has
been ‘built for them’ will likely return, while
retailers want to be able to deliver this experience in a leaner, more efficient way. The ‘Perfect
Shelf ’ industry solution experience is the perfect
enabler for this.
Marc Truffault is CPG-RETAIL industry solution
experience senior manager at Dassault Systèmes
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The power of AI in retail
Microsoft’s Tracy Issel outlines how artificial intelligence, analytics and mixed reality can help
retailers create seamless customer experiences across all channels
BY REBECCA GIBSON

U

K-based electronics retailer Dixons
Carphone has deployed an artificial intelligence (AI) chatbot to help customers
find products and enable its sales associates to
check stock to better serve in-store shoppers.
Similarly, US department store chain Macy’s
has implemented an AI-driven virtual agent to
quickly answer customer questions and optimise
the shopping experience. Meanwhile, US home
improvement retailer Lowe’s is using cognitive
AI and Microsoft HoloLens so customers can
plan kitchen renovations using mixed reality.
These are just three of the many retailers that
are benefiting from AI, mixed reality and other
digital technologies, according to Tracy Issel,
Microsoft’s general manager of Worldwide Retail
and Consumer Goods. “Advancements in the
cloud, analytics and AI allow retailers to connect
their solutions across their business, blending
digital and physical environments to deliver consistent and personalised customer experiences
across every channel,” she says.
Mixed reality, for example, can be used to bring
images, product labels or shop windows to life,
giving customers a new way to engage with
brands and their products.
“Imagine if consumers could see, hear and feel
the goods or the experiences retailers are selling,
without leaving the comfort of their couch,” Issel
explains. “Alternatively, shoppers in stores could
go beyond the physical inventory to sample different product features from virtual catalogues.
Planners and merchandisers can also use mixed
reality to visualise designs and walk through floorplans before they finalise store layouts. Meanwhile,
marketers can visualise data in 3D to help adjust
promotions based on customer demand.”
AI, advanced analytics and machine learning
can unlock insights in retailers’ data so they can
capitalise on new opportunities to boost revenue
and customer engagement.

“Advancements in the cloud,
analytics and AI allow
retailers to connect solutions
across their business”
“These intelligent tools help retailers identify
what products will sell best at a hyper-local level,
predict optimum pricing, and then track demand
and inventory in real-time so they can ensure the
right products are available at the right time,” Issel
comments. “Even a 5% reduction in stock outs
can increase revenue by around US$20 million, so
the benefits are huge. By combining insights about
factors including purchase history, customer
demographics and location, retailers can also tailor offers to individual customers, ensuring that
their interactions are personalised and relevant.
Creating a personalised and seamless customer
experience across all channels tops every retailer’s
wish list – and today’s technology innovations are
making it possible.”
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Beyond commerce
K A R I E DAU DT : I N S I T E S O F T WA R E

By fully understanding the transformational potential of business-to-business
e-commerce systems, companies can change the way they operate

W

hen it comes to e-commerce for business-to-business (B2B) organisations,
most business leaders immediately
think in terms of their website or the ‘shopping’ experience. This isn’t surprising. Most
individuals are demanding that professional
online interactions mirror those of the intuitive,
easy-to-navigate experiences that are the hallmark of a strong business to consumer (B2C)
commerce experience.
We know user experiences that are familiar are
vital to the success of any e-commerce system.
B2B companies need to create an experience that
is relatable to their buyers’ world – both professionally and as an individual consumer.
But for many B2B commerce initiatives, this is
where the story ends. And for me, this is such a
shame. There are so many ways B2B commerce
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can not only add new revenue streams, but can
actually transform the way an organisation does
business. At Insite Software, we know that in
many cases companies are only tapping a tiny
percentage of the true potential of their commerce systems. For us, the benefits of superior
e-commerce platforms and solutions go far
beyond the websites, beyond the transactions,
beyond the shopping experience, and actually
beyond commerce itself.
When done well, B2B commerce can meet its
true goals of lowering costs, increasing efficiencies and providing B2B organisations with new
ways to interact with all the different kinds of
‘customers’ they meet along each unique, complex buying journey.
It’s important to understand the differences
between shopping as a consumer and buying
for a business when determining the goals of a
B2B commerce system. Mary Shea at Forrester
recently wrote an article entitled B2B Buyers
Make the Case for Better Marketing and Sales
Alignment, in which she said: “buyers want contextual interactions with both human and digital
assets across a holistic but non-linear journey”.
It’s a great point, and the key word is “contextual.” When determining the right approach to
commerce for an organisation, we must recognise the unique experiences inherent within
most B2B buying cycles.
Of course, in some cases, B2B transactions
involve a simplified buying process, which can
lead to a commerce experience more reflective
of B2C. But most B2B buying experiences are
incredibly complex and vary widely by industry, product, company size and business operation. The B2B buyer is often not really the
buyer at all – not in a traditional sense – but
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a procurement expert hired to execute a previously negotiated contract. Those contracts contain specific pricing and promotion agreements
with each individual customer. The relationship
is many to many – many people, many channels, many products, and many different contractual agreements.
When an organisation sees the potential
beyond commerce, opportunities emerge for
every role in the buying cycle. Salespeople gain
mobile access to real-time information that
supports powerful, consultative relationships
with their customers. Technicians and service
representatives involved in complex plumbing,
heating, electrical and other operations gain efficiency from having custom, complex catalogues
at their fingertips, no matter where they may
be working. Procurement personnel with large
volumes of repeat transactions can benefit from
automated capabilities to increase efficiency and
significantly boost customer loyalty.
To meet the true potential of B2B e-commerce,
we have to remember that the real economic
opportunity is to reduce costs and increase efficiencies – not just to generate additional sales,
although that is often a valuable by-product.
At Insite, we take it a step further. We believe
a strong B2B commerce environment should

accelerate the productivity of every single person involved in the buying experience. When
that actually happens, an organisation is often
transformed merely from improvements to their
internal and external processes.
It’s not a pipe dream. We’ve seen many of our
manufacturing and distribution customers realise
triple-digit improvements within the first year of
implementation. Those improvements not only
make a direct impact to the bottom line, they
often change the way the business does business.

“The real economic opportunity is to
reduce costs and increase efficiencies
– not just to generate additional sales”
The examples of ways strong B2B commerce
systems can improve efficiency and change the
way a business does business, for the better, are
endless. But realising this potential means thinking beyond commerce, to an experience that creates a unique, valuable journey for every person
within the B2B buying cycle.
Karie Daudt is vice president of marketing and
customer experience at Insite Software
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Responding to
retail disruptors
DEESEAN WILSON: DXC TECHNOLOGY

Generation Z is driving the future of retail and brands must invest in new
technologies to provide the personalised omnichannel experience they expect

D
Young customers
expect a personalised
experience, even when
they’re shopping via a
mobile app at home
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riven by new technologies and the changing buying behaviours of young consumers, the retail industry is undergoing a
monumental transformation. Yet many retailers
are stuck in the 20th century and struggling
to deliver an enhanced shopping experience.
Several trends have emerged that are shaping
the industry, and retailers must respond to them
quickly to meet consumers on their terms.
Most retailers have focused on the power
of millennials, but the younger Generation Z
(those born after 1995) customers have technology ingrained in their DNA and represent
the future of retail. These consumers are looking
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for a seamless, personalised, intuitive shopping
experience, and they expect the same level of
service whether they’re online or in a store.
Retailers must face the reality that there is a
significant uplift in sales when consumers are
offered an omnichannel experience where they
can start the shopping journey in one channel
and finish in another, compared to multichannel where they are limited to one channel at a
time. They must deliver an omnichannel experience that gives consumers consistency in price,
service and product availability regardless of
what channel they are in. Younger consumers
also want transparency in inventory so they can
know if a product is available, and if not, where
they can get it.
Personalisation is important to younger consumers – they’re happy for retailers to know who
they are and their preferences if they get relevant
service in return. However, brand loyalty no
longer exists for Generation Z consumers, who
use online reviews and recommendations from
family and friends to get product information.
Product quality and availability have become the
most important criteria and, if they aren’t up to
snuff, these consumers will change to another
brand very quickly.
Over the years, retailers have invested heavily
in new stores and renovations, but they should
have focused more on getting the customer experience right. While many mainstream retailers
continue to ignore customer experience, retailers such as Amazon have changed the model of
how people shop and the majority of disruptors

R E TA I L

who have got the customer experience right weren’t in the retail business 30 to 40 years ago.
To meet the expectations of young consumers, retailers must invest in platforms that enable an omnichannel experience. Typical legacy
enterprise resource planning systems just don’t
cut it anymore. Too inflexible to support a
customer-centric omnichannel journey, they

don’t offer the agility to facilitate omni-stream
retailing and marketing in the digital world.
Instead, retailers need systems that transform
with the business and enable them to get a single view of the consumer, so they know their
personal preferences and where, how and why
they shop. Retailers can then use this data to personalise the customer experience. In addition,
retailers should concentrate on how to have their
brand and products create value and provide relevant experiences for the customer. They also
need to continually engage with their customers
in a relevant fashion to systematically turn them
into brand ambassadors.

Retailers need to act now to be part of the
digital transformation that has forever changed
the way consumers shop. There’s a new wave of
consumers and if retailers don’t adapt from a
digital transformation perspective, they will be

“Generation Z customers have
technology ingrained in their DNA
and represent the future of retail”
left behind. Successful retailers have invested in
infrastructure, technologies, and most importantly, the customer experience. From a systems
and process perspective, this is how to capitalise
on the wave of consumers who represent the
future of the retail industry.
Deesean Wilson is the global product manager
for retail at DXC Technology
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