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Black Friday. Every news reporter’s
dream, shop worker’s nightmare, and
retail leader’s obsession. The anticipation
among the masses is building to see
what’s in store (pun intended) for this
year’s shopping bonanza. And it looks like
it is going to be somewhat different to
what we’re used to... Reckless customers
fighting over Argos’ last half price TV
– that’s the sort of story we’re used to
hearing on Black Friday. But could the
crash of an ecommerce website over the
clash of trollies be the reality for 2019?

The online takeover?

EXPERTS PREDICT THAT
ONLY A QUARTER OF ALL
BLACK FRIDAY SPENDING
WILL TAKE PLACE IN
PHYSICAL STORES.
This prediction, alongside the recent collapse
of long-standing retailers such as Mothercare,
Bonmarche and Thomas Cook, marks a wider
change in the retail sector.

25%

2019 HAS WITNESSED THE COLLAPSE OF MANY CLASSIC
RETAIL STORES. THE QUINTESSENTIAL BRICKS AND
MORTAR SHOPS.
This year has also seen rapid growth for
exclusively online retailers. Boohoo, for
instance, made headlines for its pre-tax profit
of £45.2 million for the six-month period
ending 31st August – a surge of 83 percent
year-on-year. It took over Karen Millen and
Coast resulting in the closure of 32 stores
and 177 concessions in the UK.
Other online retailers such as Amazon, eBay
and ASOS have also shown continued growth
over the year.
These are yet more examples of the death of
the high street But if we cast the net a bit
wider those conclusions may be too
presumptuous.
If we review consumer spending trends,
analyse employee engagement in collapsing
stores, look at the companies excelling
in the sector, and, of course, talk to experts,
it provides us with a different story.

Douglas Penstone-Smith
VP of Retail and eCommerce at Yamaha

And here at Wilbury Stratton, that’s exactly
what we did.
The following insights have been taken from
our own research in the area as well as
conversations with customer experience
experts:

Stephen Spencer
Customer Experience Consultant
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THE BRITISH RETAIL CONSORTIUM (BRC) ESTIMATED
THAT A NET OF 57,000 JOBS WERE LOST IN THE
YEAR UP TO JUNE. RETAIL IS THE UKS LARGEST PRIVATE
SECTOR EMPLOYER, WITH MORE THAN 3 MILLION
EMPLOYEES. BUT IN RECENT YEARS THERE HAS BEEN
A DRAMATIC DECREASE IN JOBS, WHICH DOESN’T
SEEM TO BE TAILING OFF.
If we remember the collapse of BHS in 2016,
that saw the loss of over 11,000 jobs. The
BRC report suggested that these retail jobs
have shifted across to the leisure sector, with
more people looking to work in restaurants,
hotels and other service sectors. Could
this trend also mirror a shift in consumer
spending to those areas?

Clicks and mortar is a type of business
model that includes both online and
offline operations, which typically
include a website and a physical store.
A click-and-mortar company can offer
customers the benefits of fast, online
transactions or traditional
face-to-face service.

It seems so. Data captured by Visa indicated
that more people are spending their money
on service sectors than in high street shops.

Research by PwC strongly suggests that
people still like their favourite retailers
to have a bricks-and-mortar presence,
with four out of five people still regularly
visiting stores, even while two out of three
people also search online at the same time.

Well, it could indicate a growing trend
of consumers more concerned with putting
their money towards things that will provide
them with quality and shared experiences
rather than simply just a product.
When we shared these findings with
customer experience consultant, Stephen
Spencer, he wasn’t surprised, “Humans are
sociable beings that like to interact. They
need to be stimulated; they want to go
outside and build experiences”. He
suggested that this is partly why we are
seeing more of a ‘clicks and mortar’
approach by forward-thinking retail
businesses.
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Shift in consumer spending

Okay, so what does that mean?
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Humans are sociable
beings that like to
interact. They need
to be stimulated;
they want to go
outside and build
experiences...

people still regularly
visiting stores

Stephen Spencer described online retailers as
a “shop window”: the only way you can truly
get a sense of the quality of experience is if
you’re physically in the store. “Online retail
encourages people to visit the real attraction”.
This could account for the growing number of
online retailers setting up shop in physical
stores.
For instance, Missguided opened up
its second store in Bluewater, Kent in 2017.
The store is characterised by its theatre-like
display area and is designed to look like
a movie set. Its ‘On-Air’ design disrupts the
layout of conventional retail by creating
lifestyle sets that encourage exploration and
social media sharing.
Similarly, Amazon surprised many last year by
announcing that it was planning to open
3000 physical stores by 2021. They have also
been involved in a project set up by Enterprise
Nation which was launched to give online
SMEs the opportunity to experience the high
street and engage with their customers
on a more personal level.
Some companies have gone even further.
Douglas Penstone-Smith, VP of Retail and
eCommerce at Yamaha, mentioned
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people also search online
at the same time

Samsung’s recent development of the KX
showroom. Its 20,000 square foot store was
created to offer guests a range of experiences
to try out products, as well as offer a space to
connect with others and share their love of
tech. But, realistically, this experience on offer
is not a ‘shop’. As their slogan says, “it’s not a
shop, it’s a place where you can
#DoWhatYouCant”.
Discussing the advantages of experience
showrooms, Douglas said that they “evoke
a strong emotional experience among
customers” and said that this can work well
if brands are also trying to grow their online
purchase activity. The combination of both
physical experiences and online shopping
means that customers can go online to
purchase the product they saw in that
experience.
Stephen, however, believed that experience
stores which do not offer customers a chance
to purchase any of the products can be rather
“counterintuitive”. He said that having a store
where consumers can come in and test the
product and engage with the people working
for the brand is the best time to convert a
purchase.
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Employee engagement = customer engagement?

Building the customer into the brand

“IT’S THE PEOPLE”, STEPHEN TOLD US WHEN REFERRING
TO THE SUCCESS OR FAILURE OF A RETAIL BUSINESS.
“IF YOU WALK INTO A STORE AND THE ONLY
INTERACTION YOU HAVE WITH A SHOP ASSISTANT IS
LACKLUSTRE, IT’S UNLIKELY YOU’LL LEAVE FEELING LIKE
YOU’VE BUILT A CONNECTION WITH THE BRAND OR HAD
A MEMORABLE EXPERIENCE.”

JUST AS EMPLOYEES WANT TO FEEL VALUED BY
THE BRAND THEY’RE WORKING FOR, THE CUSTOMER
WANTS TO FEEL VALUED BY THE BRAND THEY’RE BUYING
FROM. “CUSTOMERS WANT TO FEEL LIKE YOU KNOW
THEM; THEIR LIKES AND DISLIKES. THEY WANT TO FEEL
SPECIAL, VALUED AND CARED FOR,” DOUGLAS
TOLD US.

When a customer has experienced attentive
service from a hairdresser, waiter or member
of hotel staff, it can be the difference between
a loyal or one-time customer. Staff help build
a face to the brand.
“Employees need more and better soft skills
training, strategically planned and delivered,"
Stephen commented. He suggested that the
lack of interaction staff have with customers
can also be attributed to employers not
valuing their staff enough within the business.
The extent to which employees feel valued
within an organisation has in fact been found
to be the primary motivator for staff’s
productivity – it even trumps remuneration –
which is complimented by a Gallup study.
Gallup researchers studied the difference in
performance between engaged and actively
disengaged work units and found that those
scoring in the top half on employee
engagement nearly doubled their odds
of success compared with those in the bottom
half.

Douglas emphasised this when describing
the skills and qualities that leaders need
to possess in order to drive their business
forwards; “bravery, ambition and drive will
of course be the personal qualities necessary
to survive and thrive in this industry. But what’s
more is they’ll have the ability to truly engage
their staff with the changes going ahead and
make them aware that they will need them
to succeed.”

Employees need
more soft skills
training...

With the support of technological
advancements, more brands have been
doing this through targeted advertising
and personalised ecommerce apps.
The profitability aspect of this is clear, with
a recent study by GlobalData revealing that
more than a third of shoppers under the
age of 35 have made a purchase through
Instagram. This highlights the importance
of digital and ecommerce, right? But some
retailers are going even further to make their
customers feel valued offline as well.

In the same vein, Stephen raised cases
where retailers distance themselves from the
customer and make them feel under-valued.
“Some retailers take measures to cut costs
but don’t fully realise the impact this has on
customer experience and general opinion
of their brand”. Stephen also spoke of how
companies outsource their call centres to
different countries or only provide the minimal
staff to manage the tills in their stores “this is where retailers really distance
themselves from their customers”.

Douglas named his previous employer,
LEGO, as a leader in this aspect. He said
that the well-known toy retailer has great
loyalty programmes in place as well as strong
one-to-one interactions with their customers.
He said that they are a great example of an
organisation that allows their customers to
be involved in the brand and make them feel
valued. Douglas referenced the LEGO Ideas
platform where fans and customers submit
designs and vote on sets to be produced as a
great example of activating a loyal community
to help make product decisions.

Some businesses have certainly tapped into
ways to make their customers feel valued and
special by introducing specialised and unique,
exclusive experiences. The Body Shop is
known to hold special evening events for their
members where they allow their customers to
try all the latest products, receive skin advice
and have a true VIP experience.

...this is where retailers really distance
themselves from their customers...
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Using digital to compliment retail, not replace it
SPEAKING TO US ABOUT HIS WORK AT YAMAHA,
DOUGLAS DREW ON THE IMPORTANCE OF USING
DIGITAL AND ONLINE CAPABILITIES TO ENHANCE THE
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE AND INFLUENCE PURCHASES.
At Yamaha, he said the challenge they
face is increasing ecommerce activity. For
musical instruments, which consumers usually
want to “try out, play and get a feel for before
they buy”, how can you create that unique
online experience? To elevate its digital
presence, it has been crucial for Yamaha to
identify the right technology companies to
partner with, to generate new apps and
digital experiences which will influence a
product buy. “There are many companies
offering digital innovation in this space, and
it’s important that we only develop the
solutions that will bring real value

to the customer in their shopping journey,
and we do that by identifying real pain points
or opportunities along the journey. A good
example is when customers are considering
purchasing a piano, of course it’s great to see
images online and see the piano in person
in a dealership, but it would be awesome
to see how the piano looks in your home”
Furthermore, he also highlighted that every
(or at least, nearly every) customer that walks
into a general retail store has a mobile phone
on them. It’s about using tools to improve the
experience you have in-store, engaging with
your customers and influencing purchases.

The Retailers Going Above and Beyond

Apple – Apple has
always been a leader in
this space. Stores are
laid out in such a way
that customers are
encouraged to test out
the latest products with
friendly, approachable
staff on hand to help.

Nike – the activation of
its digital campaign, like
the running app, has
brought Nike closer to its
target audience. It is
keeping its customer
base excited with regular
roll outs of new and
innovative campaigns.

LEGO – the toy retailer
was praised by our
sources for providing
strong one-to-one
interactions with its
customers. LEGO runs
regular campaigns to
ensure that it is
interacting and involving
its customers in
company decisions.

Samsung –
the development
of Samsung’s KX
showroom has received
a great deal of media
attention and attracted
flocks of techies to try
out its new products.
With its slogan “it’s not a
shop. It’s a place you
can #DoWhatYouCant”,
it’s really tapped into
consumer demands in a
relaxed and friendly
atmosphere.

Advice for future Black Fridays
‘BLACK FRIDAY HAS BECOME SYNONYMOUS WITH
“BARGAINS AND DISCOUNTS” AND AS SUCH MANY
RETAILERS ARE NOW FORCED TO HEAVILY DISCOUNT
OR MISS OUT ON THEIR SHARE OF REVENUE FROM
THE DAY(S), HOWEVER DOUGLAS BELIEVES THAT RETAILERS
CAN POTENTIALLY LESSEN DEPENDENCY ON HEAVY
BLACK FRIDAY DISCOUNTING.
“The mistake that a lot of retailers make is not
offering relevant promotions throughout the
year,” Douglas told us. His advice to retailers
was to deliver exclusive and targeted offers
throughout the entire year to its customers.
“Show me you care, show me you understand
me, my needs, my likes and dislikes and you
can be sure I will spend more with you”.

Stephen agreed: “Retail is, and always will
be, a people business: online allows people
to make more informed decisions, and
technology can enhance experiences.
But ultimately it’s about delighting
customers with life-enhancing interactions
that proportionately increase their loyalty
and propensity to spend.”

“But when it comes to Black Friday,” he
said, “companies could try offering exclusive
products and experiences to those who shop
with them on that day – not just exclusive
offers or one-offs. They should be providing
them with unique access to products and
services for choosing to shop with them on
Black Friday”.

It’s true that the retail sector is going through
some major changes. But instead of fearing
them, bright businesses will embrace them
and see this as an opportunity to ignite new,
exciting ways to engage with customers.

Black Friday, and similar occasions, would not
be so big if it were not for the bad experiences
that retailers provide to their customers daily,
he suggested. Black Friday provides an
exciting experience in the physical stores –
it wouldn’t be as necessary if the experiences
and the value given to customers created
more excitement and passion in our shoppers
throughout the year.

It will involve onboarding the right leaders,
partnering with the right technology
companies and putting customers
at the heart of all initiatives.
Let’s get ready to reinvent retail
for the better.

I’m not scared by the future of retail...
those who are aren’t prepared
to evolve when they need to.

If you are engaged with any of the organisational
issues that we have briefly touched upon in
this paper, Wilbury Stratton would be happy
to have a lengthier discussion about our
recommendations, either in person or on the
telephone. Similarly, we welcome any challenge
to our findings.
For more information on the issues discussed
above, or if you would like to speak to Wilbury
Stratton about any other research requirements,
please contact:
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Director
st@wscl.com
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Amelia Green
Marketing Associate
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