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Across the retail and hospitality industries there’s a
significant amount of focus being placed on creating
the best possible customer experiences – not just at
the point of sale, but even before a customer steps into
a store, and long after they’ve made a purchase.
In this issue find out how leaders in the field are really
succeeding in this regard, thanks to the powerful
solutions from Microsoft and its partners.
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Guaranteeing the
perfect guest
experience
We speak with Mark Voermans to find out how IreckonU can help hospitality
providers make operations more efficient and tailor the guest experience to
meet the personal preferences of their customers
BY REBECCA GIBSON

W

hen Mr Smith steps into the lobby of
his favourite European hotel early on
Saturday morning, he is personally
greeted by the manager and shown to a room
with a south-facing view of the garden, a bed
with additional pillows and his favourite toiletries in the bathroom. A customised message
then appears on the TV, inviting him to enjoy
a complimentary expresso and croissant in the
restaurant before he starts his holiday. Although
Mr Smith did not directly request any of these
additional amenities, the hotel analysed all of the
information it had gathered about his likes and
dislikes during his previous ten visits to ensure
that its staff could proactively deliver his ideal
hotel experience. Not only does this personalised service make Mr Smith feel valued, but it

also makes him more likely to return and to recommend the hotel to friends and family, driving
revenue for the hotel owner.
“All hospitality providers aim to achieve the
same goal: gaining a full overview of each individual guest to understand how they can deliver
a significantly enhanced experience that meets
all of their personal needs and preferences,” says
Mark Voermans, co-founder and chief marketing officer at IReckonU. “By capturing and analysing customer data, hospitality providers can
go from delivering the kind of experience they
think guests will like, to one they are guaranteed to enjoy. That’s an extremely powerful tool
to have in an industry where there is so much
choice, and competition from consumers themselves via companies like Airbnb.”

“Ironically, although the
hospitality industry is
entirely guest oriented,
none of the IT solutions
used by today’s hospitality
providers are focused on
the guest”
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In addition, says Voermans, being able to
access a 360-degree overview of each customer
and their preferences enables hospitality providers to create target groups and develop personalised marketing campaigns to proactively
encourage customers to visit their properties.
“If I own a hotel located on the route for the
Tour de France international cycling competition, for example, I could analyse my guests’
social media profiles to identify those who are
interested in cycling and send them a personalised invite to stay at the hotel that weekend,”
he says. “I could even offer them a 20% discount
on the room price or a complimentary evening

meal, which would help to drive loyalty and
repeat custom.”
However, while hotels, casinos, cruise lines and
other hospitality providers already have much
of the data they need to customise each guest’s
experience, their siloed and disparate IT systems
make it difficult for them to access and analyse it
to gain the insights they need.
“Hotels often operate separate IT systems to
manage each area of their business – including
property maintenance, human resources, customer relationships (CRM), room allocations,
and POS in the restaurant – yet they are rarely
connected to a central database where all of the
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data they capture is automatically amalgamated,”
Voermans explains. “Instead, valuable customer
data is either locked into the system that captured
it, or shared with one or two others. Consequently,
all it takes is for one of the connections to fail and
the guest experience is ruined. For example, if a
customer previously complained about having a
room overlooking the car park and this information is not transferred from the CRM system to
the room allocation system, they could potentially
be put in the same room again, reducing the likelihood of them returning in future.”
Built on the Microsoft Azure cloud platform,
IreckonU is an enterprise service bus-based
solution offered as a platform-as-a-service solution that connects these various systems and
streamlines operational processes.
“IreckonU disconnects all of the separate point
solutions from one another, and instead forces them
to communicate to one integrated system,” comments Voermans. “All of the data captured by these
individual point solutions is then fed to a single centralised dashboard, which can be enriched by guest
data from external sources such as social media
profiles. This ensures that the POS, PMS, CRM and
other systems are using the same up-to-date information, allowing hospitality providers to gain an
accurate 360-degree view of each individual guest.”
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Not only does IreckonU enable hospitality providers to gain new valuable insights into individual
guest profiles, but it also automates operational
processes to reduce property running costs and
make it easier to achieve more with fewer staff.
“For example, if a guest’s profile shows that
they kept their room at 200C during their previous stay, they can be allocated a room that is
already at that temperature, rather than one that
is too hot or cold,” he says. “Plus, if the system
detects the temperature is rising while the room
is unoccupied, it will remotely close the blinds to
keep it cool. This means the guest will automatically enjoy a comfortable stay and won’t need to
use the air conditioning system to cool it down,
saving energy costs for the hotel.”
In addition, the IreckonU dashboard provides
the senior management team with accurate realtime information about the performance of all
of their properties, or even the individual rooms
within each property, in their entire hotel chain.
“If the lights and shower are broken in one bedroom, for example, the maintenance team will
automatically receive a notification so they can
quickly fix these issues,” explains Voermans. “Most
importantly, the room will immediately be listed as
unavailable on the hotel’s IT system to prevent it
from being allocated to a guest, ensuring that they
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are not forced to endure problems during their
stay. This reduces the risk of them making formal
complaints or leaving negative feedback on online
review sites like TripAdvisor, which could discourage potential guests from staying at the hotel.”
Users are also able to access dashboards via
Windows mobile apps. “Hotel employees can use
this app to complete daily tasks, such as activating
room keys, monitoring the status of each guest
room, and resolving service issues,” says Voermans.
“Managers can access the complete dashboard in
Windows 10 via mobile devices or tablets. We’re also
able to run these apps on iPads and Android tablets.”
Most importantly, notes Voermans, IreckonU
helps hospitality providers to regain control of
their IT systems and customer data.
“Currently, most hospitality providers are
dependent on different vendors for each of their
point solutions and because they’re all interconnected in a complex way, it can be difficult to
update or change them,” he says. “IreckonU is similar to a power strip – customers can plug in new
systems on the fly alongside their existing systems
and, once the roll out of these new solutions is
complete, they can simply switch off their old system without any downtime. Likewise, customers
can add or remove the different IreckonU modules
as their business grows and evolves.”

Already, Europe- and US-based boutique hotel
chain CitizenM (read more on page 156) and
several five-star-plus hotels in Asia, major casino
hotels and international cruise lines have adopted
IreckonU to optimise how they manage their properties and deliver an enhanced guest experience.
“Every hospitality brand caters to a different
client base, so we work with each individual
company to fully understand their aims and
then recommend the IreckonU modules and
scenarios would be most beneficial,” Voermans
says. “IreckonU can be easily extended, so our
customers can initially target their main pain
points and then add new capabilities as their
business needs evolve, or as new technologies
enter the market. We remain a dedicated partner
with each our customers, proactively working
with them to help them grow and maintain their
competitive advantage in the long term.”
“Ironically, although the hospitality industry is
entirely guest oriented, none of the IT solutions
used by today’s hospitality providers are focused
on the guest,” remarks Voermans. “IreckonU
is working with Microsoft, its experts and its
technology to ensure that we can significantly
improve how our customers operate and ultimately, transform how they interact with, and
deliver services to, their guests.”

IreckonU helps
hotel staff provide
an enhanced
service to guests
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The modern
travel experience
Greg Jones highlights how Microsoft is working with partners to empower
organisations in the travel and hospitality industry to provide a connected
travel experience for consumers
BY REBECCA GIBSON
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H

T’s 2016 Lodging Technology Study predicts that this year, 56% of hotels will
increase in-room technology investments
and 43% will prioritise mobile engagement to personalise the guest experience. The Cromwell in Las
Vegas, US, for example, is piloting the Connected
Room solution, which combines tablets in guest
bedrooms with other technologies to provide an
end-to-end connected experience that meets all
individual guests’ personal requirements.
However, Greg Jones, Microsoft’s managing
director of Worldwide Hospitality and Travel,
claims that many hotels, airlines and other travel
companies are struggling to achieve their ultimate aim: building a 360-degree profile of each
customer and provide a connected experience
across all aspects of their journey.
“Hotels want to know what in-room amenities
and services are most valuable to their guests, while
airlines want to understand passengers’ dining,
entertainment and buying preferences during their
flights,” he says. “This allows them to cater to individuals and develop targeted marketing and promotional pricing campaigns to drive revenue and
customer loyalty. However, companies are under
continual pressure to adopt the necessary technology to collect and analyse customer data from
multiple systems to gain these valuable insights.”
According to Jones, the modern travel experience encompasses everything from the moment
the guest books their transport and accommodation, to the moment they arrive home after their
holiday. Consequently, Microsoft and its partners
are exploring how technology can be integrated at
all customer interaction points to provide a seamless and connected holiday experience.

This March, Microsoft unveiled a bot framework
to enable developers to build and connect intelligent
bots that use artificial intelligence to automate basic
tasks, such as booking flights or hotel accommodation. “If a customer has used Cortana to search for
an airline, the Skype bot will connect to the airline
or a third-party bot to book flights and send the
booking confirmations via a text or e-mail,” explains
Jones. “This expedites the booking, making it easier
for the customer and the airline.”
Microsoft is also helping customers to install
beacons to enhance navigation in airports, build
interactive digital information boards, and deploy
mobile apps like Lufthansa’s Windows-based
BoardConnect so passengers can choose movies
and order food and duty-free items during their
flights. “Not only do these mobile and other technologies allow passengers to dictate their experience, but they also free up airline staff to complete
other tasks,” comments Jones.

Image: Manfred Nerlich/Lufthansa Systems
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Implementing agile systems to support business-
critical operations and empower employees is a
key priority for companies operating across the
travel industry. Platforms such as Microsoft
Office 365 and Yammer are helping hospitality
and travel companies foster real-time communication and collaboration between employees,
regardless of their location.
“Hotel management group Accor, for example,
built an intranet and a corporate social network
on Office 365 and Microsoft SharePoint Online
to boost staff productivity and collaboration,” he

says. “Meanwhile, KLM Dutch Royal Airlines’
cabin crew uses Yammer on mobile devices to
report operational issues and request information in real time, while back-office staff use it to
share customer feedback. This has reduced customer response times and encouraged people to
share ideas for improving business processes.”
Airlines are also investing in devices and
mobile apps to provide flight attendants with
instant access to vital information about crew
positioning, passengers and flight operations.
“Lufthansa Systems has developed mCabin, a
Windows 10-based mobile app to help cabin crew
gain details about passengers’ meal preferences
or special requirements, and to communicate
important operational information or onboard
incidents directly to ground-based teams,” says
Jones. “Supervisors can also access interactive
duty rosters, briefing documents, in-flight assessments and assign tasks based on the flight attendants’ qualifications. In addition, a shop module
displays all available duty-free items, food and
beverages, as well as customers’ purchase and loyalty history, to enhance the mobile POS.”
Meanwhile, major companies such as Austria
Airlines, Brussels Airlines, Delta Airlines,
Emirates Airlines, Lufthansa and ExpressJet
Airlines have replaced heavy, paper-based
flight bags with electronic flight bags (EFBs) to
increase operational efficiency and productivity.
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“EFBs, which comprise Microsoft Surface 3
devices powered by Windows 10, give pilots access
to navigation charts, flights manuals and real-time
weather information, saving up to three hours of
pre-flight preparation and enabling them to make
more accurate in-flight decisions,” Jones says.
“Pilots can also use the devices to access company
news and bulletins, communicate with colleagues
and family, and to complete online training.”
This May, Microsoft and IT provider SITA
released a Windows 10-based mobile and Microsoft
Band app to transform ground operations at airports. Already in operation at a major Asian airline
and airports in Asia and the Middle East, SITA
AirsideApp integrates back-end systems including
departure control systems, passenger and baggage
check-in, fuelling procedures, flight information,
roster and inventory management.

“Ground staff can access real-time data via
Windows 10 devices, or receive notifications via
the Microsoft Band for efficient hands-free operation,” says Jones. “AirsideApp also supports mobile
POS, allowing airport agents to quickly sell ancillary services such as lounge access, seat upgrades,
extra baggage allowance and duty-free products.”
Certainly, emphasises Jones, Microsoft and its
partners are ideally placed to help companies
in the travel and hospitality industry transform
their operations to meet customers’ increasing
demands for more customised and connected
holiday experiences. “We aim to deliver solutions that make the entire travel experience –
from the booking, to the journey and the hotel
– as quick, efficient, seamless and as enjoyable
as possible for both the travellers, and the people serving them.”

PROFILED: CITIZENM

Transforming the hotel model

Since opening its first boutique hotel at Amsterdam
Schiphol Airport in the Netherlands in 2008, CitizenM
has been different. All seven of its properties, which are
located across Europe and North America, are run from
the same central location.
“We operate an entirely cloud-based business model
that is completely unlike the operational model of
traditional hotels,” says Nick Price, CIO at CitizenM. “We’ve
migrated all IT systems for non-guest-facing functions like
property management, POS, payment and finance from
the hotel to the cloud, so we can remotely manage all
systems and business operations via a central dashboard.”
To enable this, CitizenM worked with Microsoft partner
IreckonU to build a set of services or middleware that sit
on top of Microsoft’s Azure Service Bus.
“Previously, it was difficult to visualise business processes
quickly and accurately because we had a complex
patchwork of separate apps that were talking to each
other in different ways, as well as various interfaces for
each IT system,” explains Price. “Today, these apps only talk
to the IreckonU middleware, so we can use a centralised
dashboard to visualise data related to the customers
and key business operations at all of our hotels from one
central location.”
IreckonU is empowering guest-facing hotel staff with the
data they need to work more efficiently and personalise
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IreckonU is empowering CitizenM to manage its hotels from a central location
and enable guest-facing staff to work more efficiently

customer service. In addition, the platform enables
CitizenM to proactively fix maintenance issues before
they’re reported by guests. “Our goal is to be able to
automatically remove bedrooms with an issue from our
saleable inventory until the problem is fixed so our guests
are never put into a room where something doesn’t work.
IreckonU middleware is central to this,” says Price.
He adds: “Microsoft’s experience with travel and
hospitality, its global public cloud platform Azure, together
with IreckonU’s innovative solution are key to the success
of CitizenM’s current and future hotels. Our three-way
partnership is good example of how cloud technology
can truly transform the hospitality industry.”
Read more about the IreckonU platform on page 150

EXECUTIVE INSIGHT

Innovating the
friction out of retail
After spending the past two years in retail systems delivery, Microsoft’s Vic Miles has gathered
a fresh perspective on the challenges that enterprise retailers face in their mission to increase
their share of today’s empowered consumer’s wallet. Here he shares his thoughts

M

any people believe that the challenges
in retail vary by segment. While there is
merit to this, there is further differentiation that must be considered to achieve specific
retail goals. Generally, I find that there is consensus in the industry about which success criteria
are most appropriate to a retail segment. The diagram below depicts a subset of the typical view of
applicable metrics of success aligned to segment.
Retailers also need to understand what obstacles there are in achieving these success metrics.
This is where the differentiation sets in. In the
quest to maintain trusted advisor status, solution
Retail segment
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providers have aligned their solutions to the most
prevalent need in a retail segment. While this is a
sound business practice, it has resulted in a wide
range of solutions, from which retailers need to
choose wisely. Microsoft’s focus on being technology inclusive has become a liberating aspect of
selecting the right solution fit for a given business
problem. Departing from the solution strategy,
and drilling into solution delivery, I see a common thread for ensuring success.
Reducing the friction that consumers encounter when navigating a particular retail offering is
the single biggest determining factor of success.

Execution strategies

Success metrics

W Friction points

Discount

Price
competitive

• Online competition
• Speciality competition

Mass
merchant

Consumer
engagement

• No loyalty program
• Seasonal items
• Strong brand competition

Grocery

Basket size

Pharmacy

Brand loyalty

• Strong brand competition
• High advertisement costs
• Poor post-sale service

Speciality

Frequency

• Product quality
• Customer service costs
• High open hours/wages

Apparel

Multi-channel

• Cannibalization of physical
• Training needs in store
• Increased inventory costs
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• Intermittent visits
• Limited assortment
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Over the next 12 months I will be exploring
approaches to help with this, beginning in this
issue with the post-sale experience.
Collaborating with industry thought leaders
will be essential to this exploration. One such
thought leader is Josef Mueller, client principal
for retail and consumer goods in the enterprise
services division at Hewlett Packard Enterprise.
I am intrigued by Josef ’s passion for eliminating
the post-sell customer service friction that can
often impact the next buying decision.
“For today’s demanding customers, one bad retail
experience can undo all of the positive experiences
they’ve ever had with a brand,” Mueller says. “And
unfortunately today there are many areas of the
shopping process that can easily lead to bad experiences, particularly post-sale. Let’s take returns, for
example. All too often we see retailers using the same
customer service desk for both returns and pick up.
During peak times, when queues can be phenomenal, this is frustrating for everyone involved.”
Mueller also highlights a couple of online retailers
that stand apart from the crowd when it comes to
post-sale service. “US-based Zappos shoes is a great
example,” he says. “With a 365 day return period,
the company has gone all out to deliver amazing
post-sale customer experiences. Amazon is another
good example. It has its return merchandise authorisation process down to a science, and has turned
the returns process into something really positive.”
Another area of the aftersales process that Mueller
believes can help transform a brand is troubleshooting. “For example, if a customer has a fault or issue
with an electrical product that can be easily resolved
then they shouldn’t have to go into store. New holographic technologies like HoloLens are enabling
retailers to guide the customer through a range of
options online, but in a more collaborative way.”

Re

Purchase

What’s clear is that retailers that go above and
beyond expectations when it comes to post-sale
satisfaction are the ones that will succeed. “Many
retailers see the aftersales process as a burden,”
Mueller concludes. “But those that recognise the
opportunity will undoubtedly reap the rewards.”
For traditional stores, sometimes the best place
to start is with an enabled associate. HPE helps

“Innovating at the
point of friction can
maximise impact
and minimise cost”
retailers enable associates through HP Enterprise
Solutions On Demand (ESO), which is focused
on accelerating business outcomes through
modern delivery of context-aware solutions.
Although there are no quick fixes for enterprise
retailers, innovating at the point of friction can
maximise impact and minimise cost.
Vic Miles is a global account manager at Microsoft
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Connecting the
customer journey

Microsoft and K3 Retail can prove how Microsoft Dynamics for Retail:
• Connects brands with customers across
all channels

• Engages customers by delivering full
visibility across the business operation

• Delivers a personal, seamless and
differentiated shopping experience

• Offers an end-to-end solution that
complements existing technologies

• Conveys a single, coherent view
of the business

• Empowers users

A real edge for retailers.
Microsoft Dynamics is a registered trademark of Microsoft Corporation.

0845 055 6231
k3retail.com
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Becoming an insightdriven organisation
Helping retailers to succeed in today’s competitive landscape is all about giving
them choice and flexibility. Microsoft’s Karen Garrette and Luke Shave explain how
the latest version of Dynamics AX is empowering retailers to stay one step ahead

R

etailers today need to be agile. Whether it’s
new channels, new geographies, products or
services, being able to get ahead of trends and
then effectively plan and deliver upon them is what
sets apart market leaders from the rest of the pack.
With our latest version of Dynamics AX, we’re
helping retailers do just that. It starts with our
business intelligence platforms that capture data
from all channels to provide retailers with a comprehensive view of their business performance and
enable them to be true data-driven organisations. It
uses in-memory business intelligence (BI) to provide real-time operational insights so employees
can make informed decisions. And, with Azure
Machine Learning, retailers can get predictions
that will help anticipate customer needs – even
pulling in external data sources, like weather forecasts or local events, to help improve the analysis.
Effective planning and merchandise management is critical for gaining and maintaining market
leadership. Our latest release of Dynamics AX gives
retailers the tools to improve the speed of doing
business so they can stay one step ahead in the market. The Catalog Manager in the latest Dynamics
AX allows retailers to create product catalogues
and categorisation schemes that can be targeted or
shared between channels. And, with our category
management tools, merchandise can be centrally
managed, from manufacturing to order fulfilment.
Our merchandising tools allow retailers to manage products and custom attributes globally and
locally, as well as create unlimited categories for
enhanced category and assortment management.
Every retail organisation has uniqueness in
their business processes. From large organisations to small, the effective movement of product from procurement through sale to re-order
and accounting is of primary importance. This

needs to be as smooth-flowing as possible. If this
is not the case, this cost of movement is higher,
and sales get immediately impacted by any inefficiency. Supporting these processes are the individual operations along the way.

“Effective planning and merchandise
management is critical for gaining
and maintaining market leadership”
These decision points and actions need to be
supported by effectively presented data, and
complemented by intelligence built into the
actions to assist the buyers, planners, merchandisers and any of the selling teams.
This is really important to omni-channel retailers.
Dynamics AX enables these businesses to manage
their products and assortments within a unified
catalogue. This in turn enables them to be far more
efficient in their omni-channel operations.
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Protecting customer
data at the POS
We speak to Microsoft’s Pinar Salk to understand how innovations in point-topoint encryption are helping retailers and merchants to provide a more secure
POS experience for their customers
BY REBECCA GIBSON

J

uniper Research predicts that rapid digitisation of the enterprise space will raise the cost
of data breaches to US$2.1 trillion globally
by 2019, almost four times the cost of breaches in
2015. In fact, British insurance firm Lloyd’s estimated that cyber attacks already cost businesses
up to US$400 billion a year, which includes
direct damage plus post-attack disruption.
“The growing cost of increasingly sophisticated
cybercrime has made security a top priority for
retailers at the POS, whether customers are purchasing products online via their smartphone, at
an interactive in-store kiosk or a traditional cash
register,” says Pinar Salk, Microsoft’s industry
solutions director for Retail.
Today, any organisation or merchant that captures, transmits, processes or stores any cardholder data must adhere to the global Payment
Card Industry Data Security Standard (PCI
DSS), which aims to reduce credit and debit
card fraud. In addition, financial institutions in
Europe, Latin America, Asia Pacific, Canada and
the US issue chip-and-pin or contactless credit
and debit cards that meet Europay, MasterCard
and Visa (EMV) standards, while merchants and
retailers operate EMV-ready POS devices.
“Although EMV technology confirms that
cards and cardholders belong together, it doesn’t
encrypt card data passing from the merchant to
the payment processor, leaving it vulnerable,”
explains Salk. “As retailers and merchants, rather
than banks, are now liable for fraud if they do not
have EMV-ready POS terminals, they’re looking
for ways to protect card data quickly and easily.”
According to Salk, point-to-point encryption
(P2PE) is the “most logical route” to protecting
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the retail environment with minimal cost and
effort, particularly as retailers adopt new payment technologies, such as mobile and contactless cards.
“P2PE is a payment security solution that
ensures confidential credit and debit card data
is encrypted at all times, from the moment
the customer inserts or taps their card at the
POS, to the moment the payment is authorised by a third-party payment processor,” she
explains. “It secures all devices, applications,
servers, databases and IT systems involved in
the transaction process, and because the card
data is instantly converted into indecipherable
code, fraudsters are only able to access useless
information. P2PE is the quickest, cheapest and
most convenient way for retailers to protect
their customers’ privacy.”
Most importantly, Salk highlights, implementing a PCI-verified P2PE solution reduces the
costs, time and complexity associated with completing PCI DSS audits.
“PCI DSS compliance is required for all systems involved with the credit card processing,
so retailers and merchants must typically audit
284 controls each year to prove PCI compliance,” she says. “However, P2PE reduces this to
just 19 because they no longer need to evaluate
the POS, operating systems and internal networks. Plus, penetration tests and vulnerability
scans are no longer required.”
Microsoft’s go-to-market P2PE partner is
FreedomPay, which has developed the world’s
first PCI-validated P2PE payments solution
with EMV, NFC and real-time data capabilities
on Microsoft Azure.

The Freedom pay
Commerce Platform
safeguards sensitive
card and customer data
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“Card data from a retailer’s POS is encrypted
and then decrypted inside the FreedomPay
Commerce Platform’s hybrid cloud infrastructure before it is securely transmitted to payment
processor for authorisation,”
To date, the platform has helped multiple retailers, hospitality providers and other

organisations to protect customers’ data. Food
service provider Compass Group, for example,
now relies on FreedomPay’s solution to securely
process customers’ mobile transactions via its
EMV-ready payment terminals at dining venues
in more than 50 countries worldwide, including
at Microsoft’s headquarters in Redmond, US.
Not only have the card data tokenisation capabilities increased Compass Groups’ transaction
capacity and made payments secure, but they
have also boosted sales and enhanced customer
satisfaction.
Salk expects payments to become even more
secure over the next year as more retailers
continue to adopt POS systems powered by
Microsoft’s Windows 10 operating system,
launched in July 2015.
“Windows 10 provides maximum protection
against malware – today’s biggest cybersecurity
threat – while the built-in mobile device management features and the multi-factor identification
and authentication capabilities make it easier for
retailers to secure POS devices. Together with
our partners, Microsoft is leading the way in
P2PE and significantly enhancing POS security
for our retail clients and their customers.”
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Balancing customer
appeal and profit
KEITH WHALEY: JUSTENOUGH

Creating visually compelling assortments that drive customer sales and profit is
challenging, but can be easily achieved with the help of analytics

W

hen it comes to assortment planning,
retailers have been trying to successfully integrate art and science for years.
Traditionally, assortment planning has been an
art-based, subjective process where merchants
and buyers developed assortments based on their
knowledge of the business and customers. Now
that retail planning systems are more advanced,
science is playing a greater role. However, retailers’ data still has a good deal of untapped insight
to offer when making assortment decisions.
Today’s merchant-led organisations advocate
providing broader assortments to meet customer
affinity, but this can quickly get out of control. On
one hand, merchants want to address emerging

“Using historical data to dig deeper
into customer preferences makes it
possible for merchants and buyers to
build compelling assortments”
trends and provide visually compelling assortments to draw consumers in. On the other, these
decisions are often made without a sound financial
plan, leaving retailers over-bought, over-assorted
and at risk of margin erosion. Conversely, retailers
can become so fixed on hitting their financial targets that they are unable to seize opportunities created by emerging market trends and become stuck
in an eternal cycle of repeating last year’s assortment, losing out to more flexible competitors.
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So how can retailers build a visually compelling assortment plan that draws customers in,
without jeopardising financial success? Now that
ever-improving technology is putting better data
at our fingertips, retailers need to identify the
key points in the assortment planning process
where art or science should take the lead.
Traditionally, retailers have been guided by
the structure of their product hierarchies when
planning assortments. However, by drilling
deeper into the data, they can hone in on areas
of opportunity created by nuances in sales by
location, time and consumer product affinity
that would have otherwise gone unnoticed.
Adding new products to assortments each
season is critical to success. Yet, making decisions about how many new products to add
can be challenging, particularly when it comes
to estimating how consumers will react to each
new product to determine inventory levels.
Incorrectly planned assortments can lead to
stock falling short of consumer demand, or leave
retailers with mountains of excess inventory at
the end of a season.
Retailers must invest to take guesswork out of
the process. By breaking down financial targets
that are typically planned at higher levels of the
product hierarchy into more attribute-based or
trend-specific categories, they can identify focus
areas for core business versus complementary
offerings. This ensures that precious open-tobuy dollars are allocated to the areas of business
where they will have the most impact and provide the greatest return.
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For example, a traditional assortment plan
might denote men’s short-sleeve t-shirts as a
single area of the business, but there could be
various subdivisions within that product category – t-shirts with humorous, novelty, destination, or all-over fashion prints – that could
each have unique selling trends. Retailers
should look at historic data to understand how
each product category performed and which
subdivisions represented a significant portion
of overall sales when ordering inventory for
the upcoming season. This minimises both
stock-outs and leftover stock.
Selling trends can also vary widely across
stores, even within the same geographic area.
Recognising these differences and then grouping
similar stores together allows retailers to localise
their assortment offerings without planning for
every individual store.
Tailoring assortments to locations based on
factors like climate is not new, but there are a
number of other location-related factors that
can only be discovered using analytics tools.
For example, analytics could pinpoint which
destination-specific items are most in demand in
major airports. Analysing option to productivity
ratios by location cluster and combining that
data with more refined product-level information enables retailers to develop customer-centric assortments that please their patrons and
enhance their bottom line.
Seasons also play a role. Conventionally, product offerings are chosen for set windows of
time, but problems arise when products cross

these windows. The ability to evaluate historic
product demand according to location in any
timeframe allows retailers to adjust their assortment breadth and depth throughout the year
to meet fluctuations in consumer demand. The
busy Christmas and back-to-school periods are
no surprise to most retailers, but there are also
other events that happen at a more local level.
The intersection of analytics by product, location and time paints the complete picture of
ideal assortment size throughout the year.
Plus, every retailer occasionally experiences
periods of less-than-optimal stock position, and
trying to model future business expectations on
these periods can be frustrating and produce
highly skewed results. Having the ability to select
alternate model timeframes for large areas of business, all the way down to a rate of sale for a single
new item, is immensely valuable in fine-tuning
assortment plans to maximise profitability.
Using historical data to dig deeper into customer preferences makes it possible for merchants
and buyers to build compelling assortments that
enable them to achieve financial targets, while
addressing emerging trends. Through robust
historical data modelling and process flexibility,
the JustEnough Assortment Planning solution
enables retailers to plan in a manner that feels
customised to their specific business needs and
move forward with confidence, knowing a sound
analytical foundation lies beneath every step.

Assortment planning
helps users apply
their unique
knowledge of the
business and its
customers

Keith Whaley is vice president of Retail
Strategy at JustEnough
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PROFILED: JYSK NORDIC

Easy access with
Active Roles
Denmark-based international home goods retailer JYSK Nordic brings
elegance, style and efficiency to its Active Directory infrastructure

W

ith more than 10,000 employees and
1,000 stores in 19 countries, JYSK
Nordic is a massive enterprise – and
still growing. Managing the far-flung Active
Directory infrastructure was a challenge as the
local IT teams in each country implemented their
own unique naming conventions, so there was no
standardisation. In addition, there were few controls over the domain admin approval process.
“We needed to find a system that could give us
complete control over Active Directory roles and
access credentials,” says Michael Gorm Jensen,
system administrator IT server operations for
JYSK Nordic.
To manage the sprawling, international enterprise, the IT server operations team was using
a combination of native Active Directory management utilities and a cumbersome third-party
solution that required hiring consultants to
update and make changes. The third-party solution centralised much of the Active Directory
administrative work, but it was so inflexible that
it required constant coordination between managers and regional service centres and the HQ
service centre in Denmark. The country-based
centres were unable to provision, change or
de-provision users or domain admins.
Often, the process consisted of multiple phone
calls from a contact in the country requesting
user access changes. Service centre technicians
were unable to access user information and ultimately had to take the caller’s word that the information they gave was accurate and the request
was legitimate. If any mistakes were made with
user information or domain admin entries, or if
they did not exactly match the unique country
naming convention, the access did not work.
Then the service techs would have to delete the
user and start again.
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Despite this, due to a commitment to rocksolid security practices, JYSK Nordic’s overall
IT infrastructure was protected and had experienced no breaches. The Active Directory architecture was a completely closed system.
The IT server operations team recently
upgraded all the hardware in the server room to
support approximately 450 virtual servers, the
backup systems and other resources located in
the 19 countries that made up their operating
region. Each country has a physical administration server that runs several virtual servers in
the country, including print, file and salary servers. Large countries have a dedicated anti-virus
server, with smaller markets sharing a centralised anti-virus server. The IT server operations
team managed all the physical and virtual servers and were tasked with performing ongoing
maintenance, development and any other work
needed to keep the systems running smoothly.
To bring a new level of efficiency to user and
domain admin access, JYSK Nordic needed a tool
that brought easy and simple structure that could
be repeated across country borders. It needed to
provide a clear view of processes, user information
and data resources, and support expansion including cloud resources and federated credentials. It
looked at upgrading its existing tool but quickly
eliminated that idea.
After assessing a number of tools, the retailer
successfully tested Dell Active Roles in its HQ
service centre before rolling it out to all its
service centres. Now the team can do all the
Active Directory tasks – such as creating users,
de-provisioning, changing titles, passwords and
locations – without the need for corporate intervention. “It sounds so simple now, but before we
implemented Active Roles that couldn’t happen,”
says Jensen. “Every time they wanted to change a

JYSK Nordic use Dell’s
Active Roles across
their service centres
worldwide

R E TA I L

password or a surname, the local service centres
had to contact us.”
JYSK Nordic’s IT server operations team now
has control over permission groups and distribution groups. There are workflows for any changes
to ensure that the requester actually should

have the access they have requested and that all
approvals are obtained before access is allowed.
Thanks to Active Roles, the service centres have
access to all information about the user on one
page. When a tech starts up Active Roles they
instantly know which user they are dealing with,
including the type of computer they are using,
the serial number, their location – and they can
perform all administrative tasks quickly and easily in Active Roles. All changes regarding access
rights are automatically sent to the relevant manager for approval as part of the workflow.
“Active Roles made everything much easier for
us and for the service centre – and even more so
for the users,” said Jensen. “Our managers now
have more control over who has access to which
resources. Most importantly for us and the users
in the service centre, we don’t have to take sole
responsibility for granting access to the end user.
“When we rolled out Active Roles to the HQ
service centre, they instantly picked it up as if
they’d been using it for months. It’s so easy and
intuitive to use. We have Active Roles running in
all the service centres now in the 19 countries,
and they’re very happy about it.”
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Fulfilling demand
Clare Vella at Club 21 – Armani Exchange, tells us how K3 Retail’s Microsoft Dynamics
NAV-based solution has made the luxury retailer’s UK business more efficient
BY REBECCA GIBSON

W

hen Clare Vella checked the sales figures for Club 21 – Armani Exchange’s
UK stores at 10pm on Black Friday last
November, she saw an “incredible” amount of
sales at the Liverpool store. Instantly, she arranged
for an emergency delivery to replenish the store
before Saturday trading and put employees on
standby to sort stock as the sales continued to rack
up. Just six months prior, such a quick reaction
would have been impossible due to the retailer’s
slow and inefficient ten-year-old IT system.
“Most processes had to run overnight, so it took
24 hours for replenishment and sales reports to
update and for promotions or price changes to
be reflected in the POS systems,” explains Vella,
retail director at Club 21 – Armani Exchange.
“Plus, we were bolting on new technologies for
processes such as accounting, reporting and customer relationship management (CRM) as they
were released, making the system clunky.”
Faced with six months to either renew its system
for another three years or deploy a completely
new platform, Club 21 – Armani Exchange
worked with K3 Retail to deliver a Microsoft
Dynamics NAV and LS Retail solution.
“K3 Retail’s employees have first-hand experience of buying, merchandising and finance, so
they fully understood how to solve our business
challenges,” explains Vella. “Microsoft’s operating system is familiar, so we knew our employees
would be confident using it with minimal training – I’ve unexpectedly jumped on the till in a
busy store and had no issues working it out!”
The solution has increased efficiency across the
business. “For example, whereas it previously took
five sheets of paper to move products between
warehouses and stores, these processes are now
essentially paperless,” Vella enthuses. “Now that we
devote less time to generating and processing sales
data, and more time to analysing it in real time, we
can be both proactive and reactive to meet market
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changes. This is particularly important as we only
run bricks-and-mortar stores in the UK, so changes
must be rapidly implemented at store level.”
Processing and accessing real-time data on a
single system has also made employees more
confident.
“Store assistants have a real-time view of inventory, so they know that if the system shows a product a customer has requested is in another store or
warehouse, they can immediately set up a transfer
or mail order delivery,” comments Vella. “This
wasn’t previously possible because sales took a
day to update, but now products are immediately removed from the system when they’re sold.
Equally, we’re confident that if a store has sold out
of a product on a Thursday, the same quantity will
be delivered before trade starts on Friday.”
Vella plans to extend the K3 Retail solution to
other lines of business. “We can do much more in
areas like CRM and new payment processes,” says
Vella. “We’re confident with Dynamics NAV and
as our partnership with K3 has been so successful,
we know the team will support us in the future.”

Club 21 – Armani
Exchange operates ten
luxury stores across
the UK

PROFILED: TRASMEDITERRANEA ACCIONA

R E TA I L A N D H O S P I TA L I T Y

Leveraging the cloud
Spanish ship owning company Trasmediterranea Acciona is reusing core mainframe COBOL
applications and re-hosting to the cloud to reduce operating costs and improve service levels

T

rasmediterranea Acciona is a leading
ship owning company in Spain for both
cargo and passengers, with a modern fleet
consisting of 25 ships. The company is part of
Acciona Group, a Spanish operator in infrastructures, energy, water and services.
Previously, the company relied on its mainframe to deliver ticketing and boarding application services. These core business services are
comprised of COBOL batch processes and customer information control system transactions.
The mainframe was a costly solution for a seasonal business and the steady increase in recurring
costs meant Trasmediterranea Acciona needed to
reduce the operational costs, which were preventing further investment in the applications and limiting the adoption of new technologies.
Trasmediterranea Acciona was also keen to
improve customer service and enhance the user
experience, with the business critical ticketing
and boarding application requiring modernisation. Options for this high value application
included rewriting, replacement, retiring it and
re-hosting to a different platform.
Microsoft Consulting Services introduced
Trasmediterranea Acciona to the Microsoft
Azure cloud platform. Using the Micro Focus
Visual COBOL solution offered the opportunity
to port core COBOL applications and existing business rules to .NET and Azure without
rewriting existing application code.
“Our strategy was to leverage the Microsoft
Azure cloud to achieve significant cost savings,”
said a Trasmediterranea Acciona spokesperson.
“Working with Micro Focus, we were able to
reuse our existing COBOL mainframe business
functions in our new cloud offering. This saved us
time and money, and reduced our time to market
from an original plan of twelve months down to
less than nine. The Micro Focus Visual COBOL
technology enabled us to rapidly move into a
more modern architecture, under .NET, providing us a flexible platform for future growth.”

By reusing, Trasmediterranea Acciona was able
to meet project timelines and preserve the capabilities of the business-critical logistics management
application. Moving to the cloud also delivered a
unified web-based user interface, with full information, people and processes integration.
Enhancing the application technology portfolio
has improved business operations and realised a
20% saving in infrastructure costs. While all new
functionality was to be delivered in C#, the development team continues to enhance and maintain
their core COBOL applications, demonstrating
their ongoing importance to the business.
Trasmediterranea Acciona has successful
enhanced the customer experience. Travellers
can now easily check travel or shipment reservations, transport status and delivery details.
Thanks to the Microsoft Azure cloud platform,
Trasmediterranea Acciona can plan future
interface enhancements for customer services
employees, who use the application to reserve,
book, and process shipments on cargo ships.
Furthermore, the capabilities of the application
can easily be extended to deliver new services
and support new delivery channels, such as
smartphones and tablets.

Trasmediterranea
Acciona has successfully
reduced costs thanks
to the Microsoft Azure
cloud platform
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