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18 Il CROSS-CHANNEL EXPERIENCE

Getting closer
to you

Retailers are innovating in order to find new and inventive ways of building lasting
relationships with customers. Chloe Rigby finds out why - and how.

WHAT MORE of on endorsement could o
supermarket need? The serving PM of the moment visiting
Its Colindale branch, meeting shoppers and recording a
meassage for its shoppers, to be embeddead on its website.

Unlikely? But that’s just the kind of powerful content Asda
has hamessed in its Asda Mums websiie. *I'm delighted to
be able fo falk to Asda mums ond families.” said Gordon
Brown, opening his video posted on the Asda Mums
websile in the run up fo the general election.

It wasn'l only Gordon Brown. David Cameron, Nick Clegg
and Alex Salmond were also among eight party leaders
who uploaded their pre-election videos to AsdaMums.com
Supporting features included live webchats with party
luminaries, and a series of Asda mums’ blegs

It was biled as a way that Asda could bring top-level
political debate to its customers, who, its research showed
felt overiooked by the politicians

But it was also a way for Asda to talk to its customers,
as Asda chiel execulive Andy Bond described in a recent
update to investors, "All our businesses,” he sald, “are
supporied by a world-class customer engagement
programme that is taking advantage of the rise in social
media to enable us fo get even closer to our customers.”
Ultimately, it's oll part of a strategy 1o make the retailer
the second-largest grocer in the UK, and the largest non-
food trader.

And It's glso a good example of the new ways that
refailers across the board are starting conversations with
their customers at a fime when the relationship belween
the two is changing fast

The rise of online shopping over the last decade,
supplemented more racently by mobile commerce,
means that customers can now shop by their awn rules
choosing where and when to engage with retailers.
Today, according to the Payments Ceuncil, some 32
million UK adults - or two-thirds of the adult population -
have shopped online. Of those, a fifth are heavy
shoppers, individuals likely to be younger and wealthier
and who account for three-fifths of all online purchases.
t's a group that now has the power to shape the way we
shop - and their expectations are shaping retail both on
and offline. "Customers are enjoying a level of power
and infiuence they have never had In their history” says
Steve Davis, president, GSI Commerce Europe.

Today traders must be ready and prepared to meet
the convenience of cross-channel customers, who might
start their purchase in one channel before moving to
another and even a third channel before completing the
purchase. But to keep customers’ attention against a
host of competing demands, retailers must engage their
customers as never before.

Why bother? In the words of Mare Osofsky. VR
marketing at e-<commerce solutions provider Optaros: "A
consumer's best cross-channel experience (think Apple)
quickly becomes her expeciation for every company
with which she interacts. Those retailers that don't
provide leading user experiences are quickly viewed as
not 'getting it'. Customers are quick to defect to those
that ‘get it and bring their thousand friends and
followers with them.”
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GIVING THE CUSTOMER A VOICE

Getting the customer attention is fundamental to making a
retail brand sfand out. says Leigh Whitney, managing director
of Design UK. That could be through a mobile phone, by
email, through a catwalk video or, but increasingly - and -
through social media. “The longer someone is engaging with
a brand and product the greater the likelihood they’ll go
and make a purchase,” he says, bluntly. But gaining that
engagement in the first place depends on a trader’s ability
to meet customer requirements. “Customers want
convenience and accessibility.”

To that, Optaros’ Osofsky adds: “Media companies get
people to come to their “store” everyday without having
to buy a single ad or send out an email blast. Powerful,
frequently updated content can drive return visit
frequency. Net-a-Porter publishes a weekly magazine on
fashion that drives customers to their store once a week.”
It's also important, he says, to make sure that content is
SEO-optimised and will be found from an initial search.
Meanwhile, he says, content should be helpful, and can
also be used to explain complex issues, such as how
things work.

SOCIALLY SPEAKING

There are important choices to be made about just
where brands and retailers engage with customers. The
figures show that online social media is growing
exponentially: Twitter recently reported that it now had
more than 100 million users, while Facebook boasts more
than 400 million active users, half of whom log on every
day. When so many potential customers are spending so
much time on connecting through social media, it makes
a lot of sense for retailers to be there too.

“The starting point, “ says Whitney, “has to be research
to understand and look at where your demographic
engages. If you have an 18-25 year old audience the
areas where they engage will be very different from
people aged 45-50.” But, he says, simply having a
Facebook page or Twitter feed is only the first step.

Case study: Urba

Customers of fashion retailer Urban Outfitters in the US can now
research their purchases through any channel that suits them,
whether that's on their mobile phone, from a PC, over the phone to
the call centre, or in a store.

That means visitors to the company’s m-retail site and online
internet sites will be met with the same assortment and consistent
prices as in-store. They can also have goods delivered to them at
home or reserve them for collection in store.

In store, if a product is out of stock, assistants in the store can see
where the product is stocked and arrange for it to be delivered to the
store or alternatively sent to the customer’s home address.

“You're bringing e-commerce into the store environment,” says
David Hogg, retail industry executive at Sterling Commerce, which
provided order management and managed file transfer solutions in
order to create a customer service operation across all the company's
brands, from Urban Outfitters to Free People and Anthropologie.

This is an important step, says Calvin Hollinger, chief information
and logistics officer at Urban Outfitters, because it helps the retailer to
offer “a differentiated shopping experience that creates an emotional
bond with the customers.”

shoppers’ confidence when people express an authentic
opinion about it.” And the word ‘authentic’ is crucial
here - discerning consumers won't believe purely positive
comment so Including the negative is important as well.

All of this is being recognised by those retailers who are
now including reviews on their own website, either
dllowing customers to comment directly on the website,
or linking to social media pages where they can gather
followers and direct special offers towards them.

Review material gathered online can also be used
across the channels. Online reviews are used, says
Decker, as part of email marketing campaigns, in in-store
circulars or through a Mobile Voice app that allows
people to go into a store and read reviews of products
on their mobile phones. Now the use of those reviews is
starting to come full circle and be used on the shelf, in-
store. Best Buy. for example, in the US, is putting its online
review ratings on shelf tags.

Ultimately the logical extension of this move is that
when products appear on shelves with just one star out
of five, they are likely to be reconsidered by store buyers.




