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TRACY ISSEL: MICROSOFT

For many retailers, today’s ‘always-on’ culture is still
in stark contrast to many of their legacy systems
which cannot easily integrate with multiple sales
channels that are often required to span international
boundaries to deliver products and services.
Success requires change, and this is something that
pioneers like Asos are achieving through cloud-based
microservices. Discover more in the pages that follow.
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Breaking

the retail

monolith

Microsoft’s Vic Miles explains why microservices offer retailers the perfect way to
provide customers with a personalised and seamless omnichannel retail experience
BY REBECCA GIBSON

U

K-based online fashion retailer Asos
aims to become the world’s number one
shopping destination for ‘fashion-loving
20-somethings’. If 2017 figures are anything to
go by, the company is certainly well on its way
to achieving that goal. Each week it added 4,500
new products to its website (there are 85,000
available at any one time) and a total of 15.4 million customers from around 240 countries generated almost 1.9 billion sales (a rise of 34% from
2016), while Asos’s website received more than
1.6 billion visits and its social media platforms
amassed just over 20 million followers.
What’s the secret behind its success? Asos has
replaced its monolithic core software with a new
flexible and scalable e-commerce platform that
uses microservices running on Microsoft Azure.
This has enabled it to develop an omnichannel
shopping platform that empowers customers to
shop in their own language, choose their payment and delivery options, and receive personalised product recommendations via a mobile app.

Asos is not the only major retailer to have joined
the microservices revolution. Amazon, eBay, fashion retailer River Island, and UK grocery store
chains Tesco and Sainsbury’s have all replaced their
monolithic platforms with microservices to deliver
a seamless omnichannel customer experience.
“Today’s customers expect the same instant,
personalised, connected and consistent retail
experience whenever they interact with a
brand – regardless of whether they’re shopping
in a store, online, via a mobile app, or moving
between channels,” says Vic Miles, director of
Retail Technology Strategy at Microsoft. “If
retailers truly want to deliver services to their
customers in a fluid manner across all current
and future channels, they must move away from
monolithic legacy systems and on-premise multichannel platforms. Cloud-based microservices
are the next evolution of enterprise systems
development and they’re ideal for helping retailers create omnichannel platforms that have a full
360-degree view of all customers.”

“Essentially, retailers identify what business
capabilities they are missing and then plug
in a microservice that fulfils that need”
VIC MILES, MICROSOFT
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VIEWPOINT

Right offer, right time
Stephan Visarius outlines how Segment
of One’s artificial intelligence solution
helps retailers to provide personalised
content and relevant promotional offers
to customers
Designed to provide a single specific business
capability, microservices break down traditional
monolithic applications into their core functions
– such as search, product catalogue and payments. Each microservice is built and deployed
separately with its own database, but all of them
are connected to the retailer’s central IT system
via the same application programming interface so they can work together on the cloud as
a complete commerce solution. This means that
retailers can simply plug in (or unplug) a microservice whenever they want to add (or remove)
new customer-facing features or back-end capabilities, rather than having to rebuild their entire
commerce system like they would with a monolithic commerce platform.
“Essentially, retailers identify what business
capabilities they are missing and then plug in
a microservice that fulfils that need – it could
be anything from personalisation to inventory
management, product catalogues, loyalty programmes, pricing and promotions, customer
payment methods and fulfilment rules,” explains
Miles. “Often, customers want simple services –
for example, they may want to be able to collect
loyalty points for a particular retailer through a
third-party mobile app. It would probably be too
expensive and time-consuming for a retailer to
re-engineer a traditional monolithic commerce
system to add this feature, but it would be easy

Customers expect to receive highly relevant offers and
personalised content, but few receive it because most
retailers are still using inefficient mass-marketing strategies
and ineffective loyalty programmes. Although they have all
the data they need to succeed, retailers are lacking the tools
to exploit it, so they’re targeting the wrong customers and
leaving them dissatisfied. This is also reducing retailers’ profit
margins and 59% of promotional campaigns do not break
even, according to global measurement and data analytics
company Nielsen.
Segment of One (SO1) has built an artificial intelligence
solution to enable grocery and drugstore retailers to create
personalised promotional experiences across all customer
channels. The solution can be integrated into a retailer’s
existing tools. It understands consumer behaviour and other
contextual data – such as weather, trends and inventory
availability – to provide real-time recommendations for
relevant content and suggest optimal discounts according
to consumers’ willingness to pay certain prices. SO1 also
avoids substitution of planned purchases, helps retailers to
streamline campaign management and suggests the ideal
communication channel for each customer.
Major German retailers have already implemented SO1 and
reduced promotional expenditures by 40-60%, increased
customers’ basket size by 10-25% and increased customer
satisfaction by five to eight times.
Stephan Visarius is director for Customer Acquisition and
Success at Segment of One
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How to adopt omnichannel
Ed Kennedy from Episerver highlights the ways retailers can
transform their operations by moving to omnichannel platforms
In 2016, omnichannel was a ‘nice to have’ platform for
retailers and now in 2018, it’s a must have. To develop
omnichannel platforms, retailers must find a way to
balance enhancing the customer experience with
improving business outcomes.
Rather than obsessing about omnichannel, I
recommend retailers start by using data from one
channel to enhance another. For example, they could
increase units per order and store conversion rates by
displaying inventory data from multiple stores on the
product pages of their websites to help consumers
decide how and where to purchase the product.
Retailers can also reduce operational expenses by
decentralising web order fulfilment. Murdoch’s Ranch
& Home Supply, for instance, closed its dedicated
e-commerce warehouse and now fulfils all web orders
from its physical stores by using Episerver’s Microsoft
Azure platform-as-a-service environment. Alternatively,
retailers could create endless aisles in their physical

stores by integrating Microsoft Dynamics 365 for Retail
with Episerver’s commerce solution and enabling store
associates to send personalised offers to consumers
based on inventory availability in warehouses and stores.
Episerver’s Digital Experience Cloud Platform
runs thousands of retail ecommerce websites on
Microsoft Azure; combining an ecommerce platform,
personalisation suite, campaign management, and site
search together.
Ed Kennedy is senior director of commerce at Episerver

VIEWPOINT

A new retail model
Claranet’s John Hayes-Warren explains how big data, cloud platforms and managed
service providers empower retailers to provide omnichannel experiences
According to a 2017 survey of 46,000 shoppers that
was published in the Harvard Business Review, 73%
of consumers now regularly shop in more than one
channel, so it’s clear that omnichannel is now the
required business model for retailers. The capability to
engage with customers across multiple channels and
touchpoints is essential, and retailers who offer this
service are seeing higher customer spend and support
for their brands.
Retailers are adopting various technologies that
enable them to deliver a seamless, consistent
experience across all in-store, online and mobile
points of sale. Key technologies include big data for
improving decision making and cloud platforms,
which give retailers a flexible infrastructure, allow
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them to scale for peak performance during the
industry’s seasonal swings, and enable them to bring
new features to market quickly. Cloud also offers new
ways to improve collaboration and customer services
because it can be integrated with hosted voice and
contact centre solutions.
Many retailers are turning to third-party managed
service providers like Claranet to manage their critical
IT application infrastructure. The specialist skills these
partners offer have become increasingly important
for an industry that is so reliant on speed, connectivity
and responsiveness to customer demand.
John Hayes-Warren is head of Vertical Sectors
at Claranet
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and cost-effective to plug in a microservice from
a third-party provider.”
Not only does using microservices make it easier for retailers to bring services to the market
faster and scale their operations at a fraction of
the cost, but they also create opportunities to
develop new customer touchpoints.
“A retailer could ask a digital advertising agency
to create advertisement boards with sensors that
are connected to a set of microservices so that
when a customer walks past, they automatically
receive a personalised notification about a promotion,” says Miles. “This creates a new level of
engagement that satisfies customers and sets the
retailer apart from its competitors.”
Microsoft has built a broad set of cloud infrastructure services that can be used by its commerce partners to develop microservices that
make it quicker, easier and less expensive for
retailers to deliver the types of features, services,
products and experiences their customers want.
“Our commerce partners can use the scale of
Microsoft Azure cloud and the deep learning
capabilities of Microsoft’s artificial intelligence
(AI) platform to significantly enhance the commerce microservices they provide to retailers,”
says Miles. “For example, if one of our partners
has developed a microservice for inventory management, they could connect it to the Microsoft
AI Demand service and use the contextual data
it collects from the Bing Knowledge Graph –
such as information about weather, upcoming
events and trending topics – to make it even easier for the retailer to accurately predict customer
demand for certain items.”
Currently, Microsoft is working with several independent service vendors (ISVs) in the
commerce space. “Often, retailers need to work
with a combination of different ISVs to get the
capabilities they need to create a full 360-degree
customer engagement program, which is why
the microservice approach works so well,” says
Miles. “Microsoft’s solutions and services are
helping Adobe to provide digital asset management microservices, Episerver to deliver
managed core commerce and personalisation
services, and SAP to create services for enterprise commerce delivery.”
Miles predicts that microservices have the
potential to completely transform the retail
experience.
“Imagine if a retailer could give each consumer a single shopping cart and wish list that

is automatically updated in real time whenever
they pick products in stores or online,” says
Miles. “Alternatively, retailers may be able to
use microservices to duplicate the types of
features customers can use online – such as
adding or deleting items from their baskets,
or adding coupons – in physical stores. We’re
inviting our partners to use our AI and cloud
solutions to develop the microservices that will
make our vision of true omnichannel retail a
reality for everyone.”
VIEWPOINT

Making retail personal
Retailers must implement solutions
that aggregate online and in-store
data to provide a truly personalised
omnichannel experience for their
customers, says Cegid’s Samir Belkhayat
Accustomed to the highly personalised nature of online
shopping, consumers now expect to receive the same tailored
encounters in physical stores. They also want retailers to bridge
the gap between their online and offline channels. To gain
a single view of customers and provide these personalised
services, retailers need to aggregate online and in-store data.
From beauty and fashion retailers like Sephora and L’Oréal, to
electricals and department stores like John Lewis, we’re seeing
store associates that are being empowered with digital tools that
give them a 360-degree view of customers. These associates are
more well-trained and fully engaged, which is enhancing human
interactions in stores and thereby increasing sales conversions
and repeat visits. Physical stores are becoming connected hubs
that provide high levels of service and convenience.
Cegid’s latest in-store omnichannel solution, ‘Shopping’,
turns sales associates into brand ambassadors by giving them
a single view of both the customer and inventory via multiple
devices. It also offers customers all the omnichannel services
they now expect – such as click and collect, store-to-home
delivery and store-to-store
delivery – enabling store
associates to drive value
through personalisation
and conversions through
convenience, so they never
miss a sale.
Samir Belkhayat is director
of Cegid’s Northern Europe
operations
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Microsoft: leading the
way in e-commerce
ED KENNEDY: EPISERVER

Microsoft’s strong cloud platform, artificial intelligence tools and business
applications will enable it to become the key e-commerce player by 2019

M
Hawes & Curtis
has grown revenue
by using Episerver
Personalization to
improve its website
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icrosoft is back. Although the technology giant didn’t really go anywhere from
a business productivity perspective, the
advantage Microsoft enjoyed in the e-commerce
platform space in the early 2000s dissipated over
the following decade. It was Microsoft’s vision of
e-commerce, however, that got us to where we
are today – with 79% percent of Americans now
shopping online, according to Pew Research.
In the late 1990s and early 2000s, companies were either building their own custom
e-commerce websites or selecting from a few

enterprise vendors, but Microsoft was already on
its third version of is Commerce Server solution
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by 1998. Hence, it’s no wonder that analyst firms
like Forrester noted the company as a strong
performer. By 2012, however, Forrester dropped
Microsoft from its commerce evaluations because
the company had divested the Commerce Server
platform to Ascentium in 2011.
Today, Microsoft is poised to once again
become a dominant technology, services and
software provider for the buoyant e-commerce
industry because of three key factors.
1. The cloud
Microsoft is a major force in the cloud industry
between Google and Amazon because it’s invested
heavily in enabling companies to power largescale business systems on Microsoft Azure. The
company is now a credible power player in the
e-commerce platform space with clear competitive differentiators because it makes up for what
both of its cloud competitors lack: solutions that
meet the needs of real businesses. Microsoft Azure
can be integrated easily into retailers to scale their
business systems and provide a foundation for
them to compete by effectively selling online.
The phrase “the enemy of my enemy is my friend”
is also playing out to the tune of millions of dollars for Microsoft Azure. Retailers like Target and
Walmart standardise their operations on Microsoft
Azure to avoid using Amazon Web Services (AWS)
and filling the pockets of their biggest competitor:
Amazon. Walmart has even forced its suppliers to
move their IT systems off AWS too.
Meanwhile, Microsoft’s independent software
vendors (ISVs) like Episerver can use Microsoft
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Azure to provide additional cloud-based e-commerce solutions for retailers. Episerver’s Digital
Experience Cloud is offered in a platform-as-aservice model so retailers can take full advantage
of Microsoft Azure. They benefit from flexible
code deployments, integration to blob storage,
automatic failover, zero-downtime deployments
and autoscaling using a single Microsoft Azure
web app.
Competitors like SAP, IBM, Salesforce and
Oracle simply do not deliver the same portfolio
of cloud tools, while Google and AWS are non-
existent in the e-commerce software market
because they only provide the infrastructure.
Therefore, Microsoft can own both the infrastructure and software sides of the commerce
solution message.
2. Artificial intelligence (AI)
In the early days of e-commerce, increasing consumer demand for personalised experiences, combined with poor data quality and difficult-to-use
e-commerce platforms stretched merchandising teams thin. Now AI, and more specifically
machine learning, has been applied to thousands
of e-commerce websites so retailers can personalise the content and product recommendations
for each consumer based on their behaviour and
assumed preferences. This has had great business
impact – British shirt retailer Hawes & Curtis, for

example, has increased revenue per session by 32%
by using the Episerver Personalization solution.
Microsoft has been working on the foundational
tools for businesses and independent software
vendors to deliver AI-powered personalisation capabilities in their e-commerce solutions.
Microsoft Azure’s Cognitive Services group provides a set of machine learning tools that processes
large data sets and tunes personalisation models.
Episerver uses these tools in its own personalisation capabilities and is beginning to use AI to run
predictive models on customer behaviour on its
thousands of e-commerce websites.
3. Complementary business applications
Customers who standardise their operations
on Microsoft business suites will see lower total
cost of ownership and benefits like a unified data
model across channels. This will give them deeper
analytical insights, the ability to use data from one
channel in another and standardised integrations,
which will save costs and headaches.
Together, Microsoft’s cloud foundation, AI
tools and strong business applications give
everyone the opportunity to build scalable experiences that attract and retain customers.
Ed Kennedy is senior director of commerce
at Episerver
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Make omnichannel
work for you
STEVEN ARMSTRONG: BLUE PRISM

Speed, efficiency and accuracy are key to achieving omnichannel success and
meeting the ‘always-on’ expectation from consumers

T

he convenience and sophistication of online
shopping has led to many customers taking
for granted how easy it is to order what they
want, whenever they want, and get it delivered
within days – and sometimes even hours.
For many retailers though, this ‘always-on’
expectation is still in stark contrast to legacy
systems that don’t integrate easily with multiple
sales channels that are often required to span
international boundaries to deliver products and
services. This disconnect has led to less efficient
operations, as well as considerable lost revenue –
in fact, industry analyst IDC recently identified

“Retailers using Blue Prism’s robotic
process automation (RPA) and digital
workforce solutions can lead their
own omnichannel transformation”
up to US$94 billion of additional revenue available to retailers willing to invest in technology
that effectively manipulates their business data.
Retailers using Blue Prism’s robotic process automation (RPA) and digital workforce
solutions can lead their own omnichannel
transformation without having to engage in a
costly and risky project requiring API integration between legacy retail store systems and
omnichannel applications.
For example, Blue Prism’s integration with
CyberArk means that each Blue Prism digital

131

w w w. t e c h n o l o g y r e c o r d . c o m

worker can be credentialed – just like a store
employee – and store operations can track
every action, as well as fast-track costly and
time-intensive IT security audits.
Operations running on scalable, secure cloudbased platforms such as Microsoft Azure can
easily host the omnichannel integration, greatly
reducing the implementation and support time.
And, by capturing real-time data across all
stores, store operations can have a snapshot of
the status of omnichannel fulfilment across an
entire base of stores.
Blue Prism customer Shop Direct – one of the
UK’s largest pure-play digital retailers – is just
one example of how RPA has affected their entire
operation. The company’s core metric has always
been returning hours back to the business, so
that Shop Direct employees can use their time in
more valuable ways.
To date, Shop Direct has automated 130 processes, and continues to return 328,000 hours
annually back to the business, with a very low
footprint and total cost of ownership to operate
the Blue Prism Digital Workforce Operating
System. And, automating a single process alone,
generated more than £16 million (US$21.3
million) of incremental revenue.
For Shop Direct, cost savings, productivity
increases, error rate reductions, regulatory compliance enhancements and revenue generation
are all vital quantifiers of business value.
Steven Armstrong is vice president and global
lead for the Microsoft Alliance at Blue Prism
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Nutritious packaging –
a dream our software could bring to life.
Innovative thinkers everywhere use
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Airport of the future
JOHN TSUCAL AS: DXC TECHNOLOGY

Analytics, artificial intelligence and biometrics are just some of
the digital technologies that will enable airports to become the
centralised hub of the entire travel industry

C

atching a flight is challenging. Travellers
must arrive at the airport, check their baggage in, pass multiple security checks and
find their boarding gate, all within a short time
frame. To enable travellers to do this, airports
need to keep processes running smoothly and
planes flying on schedule. They must also ensure
passengers have plenty to entertain them while
they’re waiting for flights. This will be much easier
at the airports of the future, which will be powered by multiple digital technologies – from internet of things networks that collect operational
and passenger data, to drones that inspect runway
safety and industrial machine learning systems
that automate logistics planning.
Two of the most pivotal technologies will be
analytics and artificial intelligence (AI). Airports
can use analytics can track weather patterns so
airports can predict, and prepare for, adverse conditions. Alternatively, analytics can be used to pinpoint the destinations that are most popular with
passengers so airports know which airlines to
partner with. Analytics can also allow airports to
identify passengers’ personal preferences – such

as what food they buy – so they can provide the
optimal mix of retailers and food outlets.
AI helps airports put these insights into action,
automating tasks and powering proactive services that enhance and personalise the passenger
experience. For instance, AI solutions could track
unattended baggage and enable airport staff to
swiftly reunite passengers with misplaced items.
Meanwhile, AI-enabled smartphone apps could
send passengers directions to their gate, personalised discount coupons for their favourite restaurants, or notifications about expected delays. In
addition, location-aware AI systems can instantly
alert staff to security threats, or send safety information to passengers during emergencies.
Airports and airlines could even combine AI
with biometrics to automatically identify passengers, eliminating long security queues. Delta Air
Lines has piloted an AI kiosk that enabled passengers to self-scan their bags and boarding passes,
then confirm their identity via facial recognition screens connected to the US Customer and
Border Protection database. Passengers found this
more convenient than today’s processes.
Initially, analytics, AI and other digital technologies will help to optimise airport operations and
make air travel a safer, faster and more enjoyable
experience. Over time, these digital technologies
will allow airports to better understand passengers’ needs and enable them and their key stakeholders – including airlines, retail stores and food
outlets – to integrate their IT systems with the
wider infrastructure in smart cities. Once they’ve
done this, airports will become the centralised
hub of the entire travel industry.
John Tsucalas is industry chief technologist
at DXC Technology
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Achieving
omnichannel success
Episerver’s e-commerce platform has helped Ireland-based book and stationery retailer to
personalise its website and automate promotional campaigns

F

ounded in 1819, Eason sells books, stationery, newspapers and magazines at more than
60 stores across Northern Ireland and the
Republic of Ireland. Facing stiff competition from
large online competitors, Eason wanted a platform
that would enable customers to enjoy seamless
and personalised omnichannel shopping experiences in store and on its website. This platform
had to seamlessly integrate with the Microsoft
Dynamics AX system that Eason used for managing customer, order and product data. It also had
to be delivered quickly to enable the company to
capitalise on the peak retail period between Black
Friday in November and the January sales.
“We looked for a new e-commerce platform that
would work seamlessly with Microsoft Dynamics
AX and would provide our marketing teams with
the agility and capabilities they needed,” says
Michael Robinson, Eason’s IT manager.
Eason chose Episerver’s e-commerce suite,
including its Content Management System,
Commerce, Perform, Campaign, Find and
Insights components. Working with Episerver’s
implementation partner Made to Engage, Eason’s
team used Avensia Storefront Connectors to
integrate product and customer data from its
existing Microsoft Dynamics AX platform with
Episerver’s solution. The project started in July
2017 and the new website went live in October
2017, ahead of the Black Friday deadline.
Today, Eason has a robust omnichannel solution
that connects its in-store and online operations,
while providing the marketing and e-commerce
merchandising agility it needs to personalise content and automate promotional campaigns.
Episerver Find provides Eason’s customers with
intuitive search functionality so they can quickly
locate products, while Episerver Commerce has
streamlined the checkout process. Eason can use

analytics from Episerver Insight and the machine
learning and behavioural merchandising tools
from Episerver Perform to personalise communications and automatically recommend products
and content to customers based on their past
searches and purchases. The Episerver Campaign
module supports automated marketing and promotional campaigns.
Thanks to Episerver’s platform, Eason boosted
revenue by 60% on Black Friday, 49% over
Christmas and 75% during the January sales,
compared to the previous year.
Made to Engage will continue to work with Eason
to help it optimise the Episerver e-commerce solution so it can provide a truly omnichannel experience and drive value for every customer. This year,
it will develop a click-and-collect offering and integrations with Eason’s gift card processes.
“We can now confidently say we have the strong
foundation in place to support our continuing
roadmap for a customer-centred omnichannel
strategy and to establish Eason as the market
leader in its space,” says Robinson.

Episerver’s platform
supports Eason’s
new click-and-collect
offering
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Transforming digital experiences

The only platform that puts
Digital Content, Commerce and
Marketing in one screen
- all in the Microsoft Azure Cloud.
Episerver Digital Experience Cloud help you deliver experiences that matter
to your customers, while driving sales growth for you. With 8,800 customers
in more than 30 countries, we influence $18BN in omnichannel revenue, and
have a thriving community of 34,000 developers.

For more information on Episerver and how you can increase your omnichannel revenue today, find us at www.episerver.com

