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Executive Summary 

Key Findings 

Retail eCommerce is moving into a new phase: out of the high-growth races of the Internet's early 
days to managing eCommerce in the context of the total shopping experience. But managing that 
transition is not easy, as both Retail Winners and their lagging peers prove. 

Some highlights of the report include the following: 

• The battle for consumer mind share is escalating. But retailers are not necessarily 
focused on the competitors of the past – like Walmart or Amazon – as their main 
competitive threats in the current eCommerce environment. Find out what does keep 
retailers up at night when it comes to their eCommerce strategy in the Business 
Challenges section. 

• Retailers are shifting gears in what they perceive as opportunities – moving away from 
the opportunities that only benefit the online business to those tactics that help better 
integrate eCommerce with the rest of the retailer's operations. Find out which 
opportunities top the list in the Opportunities section. 

• Retail Winners have made the shift from a focus on eCommerce for eCommerce's sake, 
and their organizational inhibitors reflect on those changes, shifting from dealing with 
Marketing to dealing more closely with stores. Find out what these retailers need to 
overcome these inhibitors in the Organizational Inhibitors section. 

• Retailers have invested a lot in technologies to support the eCommerce channel, but one 
of their biggest challenges going forward may well be making sure that those investments 
(eventually) deliver value. Find out how retailers plan to extend the reach and value of 
their eCommerce investments as they pivot to focus on an integrated shopping 
experience in the Technology Enablers section. 

Based on our data, we’ll also offer several in-depth and pragmatic suggestions on how 
retailers should proceed. These recommendations can be found in the Bootstrap 
Recommendations portion of the report. 

We certainly hope you enjoy it, 

Brian Kilcourse and Paula Rosenblum  
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Research Overview 

Shopping, Redefined 
In the late 1990’s, retailers began to experiment with the idea of business-to-consumer (B2C) 
electronic commerce, or eCommerce. The B2C website was often thought of as an “e-Store”, 
operated essentially the same as a real physical store. But the rise of pure play e-Retailers and e-
Markets in the early 2000’s rendered that notion arcane, and eCommerce came to be thought of 
as a new selling channel, different from physical stores. However, by the mid-2000’s many 
retailers felt that they couldn’t associate enough same-store-sales to the website to justify the 
costs associated with keeping up with expensive and still-emerging technologies. Perhaps no 
event is more emblematic of this dilemma as when in 2009 Canadian Tire decided to get out of 
eCommerce, not because it couldn’t see that consumers used the site to investigate certain 
categories of products, but because it could not associate revenue to that activity. 

But 2009 was also the year that saw a sharp increase in consumer adoption of “smart” mobile 
technologies, triggered by the Apple iPhone and accelerated by Android devices. Mobile Internet-
connected devices brought market mass to eCommerce, since consumers could now access 
B2C sites from anywhere at any time. Anytime/anywhere shopping had truly arrived, and the new 
reality became clear: consumers were using the digital channels and physical stores together to 
make better purchase decisions.  

Today it’s not uncommon for a consumer to employ several channels (the full eCommerce site on 
a PC or tablet, the mobile-optimized site with the smart phone, and the store itself) to complete a 
single purchase. The notion of different selling channels means nothing to most consumers; it’s 
just shopping, redefined. And even though it is now possible for consumers to start and finish a 
purchase completely “inside” the digital domain, retailers have learned that consumers still prefer 
the social experience of the store. The facts bear this out: for example, the U.S. Department of 
Commerce reports that sales from physical stores equals more than 93% of all retail sales in the 
United States, exclusive of food services and motor vehicles (Figure 1). 

Figure 1: The Store St i l l  Reigns 

 
Source: U.S. Department of Commerce, Quarterly Retail ECommerce Sales, 3rd Quarter 2014 
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In this study, we asked retailers to confirm the percent of total sales that is attributed to the digital 
channels (Figure 2). While retailers remain optimistic that digital channels will deliver an 
increasing amount of revenue to total sales, it is also clear that they expect most sales to come 
from stores.  

Figure 2: A Cog, Not The Wheel  

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

And so eCommerce must enter the next phase of its evolution: the overarching theme of RSR’s 
2014 benchmark study is “eCommerce in the context of the total shopping experience”. 
Retailers have learned that the rise of giant market aggregators like Amazon and eBay isn’t 
necessarily the death knell for stores. But with that realization comes the responsibility to 
reposition the eCommerce offering as part of the consumer’s total shopping experience. We 
wanted to understand how and how well retailers are rising to this challenge. 

Retail Winners and Why They Win 
In our benchmark reports, RSR quite frequently cites differences between retailer over-
performers in year-over-year comparable sales and their competitors. We find that consistent 
sales performance is an outcome of a differentiating set of thought processes, strategies and 
tactics. We call sales over-performers “Retail Winners.” 

RSR’s definition of these Winners is straightforward. Assuming industry average comparable 
store/channel sales growth of 3.5 percent, we define those with sales above this hurdle as 
“Winners,” those at this sales growth rate as “average,” and those below this sales growth rate as 
“laggards” or “also-rans.”  

Looking at responses to this year’s survey, we see an interesting point of differentiation between 
Winners and laggards. It turns out that under-performers are far more likely to be hanging on to 
legacy homegrown eCommerce sites than their better-performing competitors. This is consistent 
with other studies that we have conducted; laggards are far more likely than Winners to operate 
old technology long past it’s “sell by” date. In the case of eCommerce, while it may have been 
true that retailers were forced to develop their own capabilities in 2000, in 2014 commercially 
available solutions (delivered as an outsourced service, “in the cloud”, or licensed for on-premise 
operation) offer far greater functionality and flexibility than yesterday’s custom sites could. 
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Although Retail Winners favor off-premise outsourced or “in the cloud” delivery of their eCom 
capabilities, Laggards still vastly prefer on-premise solutions, in most cases homegrown on-
premise solutions. The conclusion is apparent: Winners are more poised to take advantage of the 
still-emerging new eCommerce capabilities than their under-performing counterparts. 

Figure 3: Poised For Strategic Advantage  

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

Methodology 
RSR uses its own model, called the “BOOT Methodology©,” to analyze Retail Industry issues. We 
build this model with our survey instruments. See Appendix A for a full explanation.  

In our surveys, we continue to find differences in the thought processes, actions, and decisions 
made by retailers who outperform their competitors and the industry at large – Retail Winners. 
The BOOT helps us better understand the behavioral and technological differences that drive 
sustainable sales improvements and successful execution of brand vision.  

Survey Respondent Characteristics  
RSR conducted an online survey from September – December 2014 and received answers from 
97 qualified retail respondents. Respondent demographics are as follows:  

• Job Title:  
Executive/Senior Management (C-level or VP) 23% 
Middle Management (VP/Director, Manager) 23% 
Individual Contributor and Other 54% 

 
• Functional Area of Responsibility:  

Channel Management 6% 
Merchandise Management 14% 
Marketing 19% 
Store Operations Management 28% 
Logistics/ Supply Chain 6% 

25% 
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0% 

25% 

32% 
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An on-premise packaged solution 

An on-premise “homegrown” or customized 
packaged solution 

A shared service delivered “via the Cloud” 
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 Is Your CURRENT eCommerce Platform: 
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Information Technology 13% 
Other 13% 

 
• 2013 Revenue (US$ Equivalent) 

Less than $50 million 31% 
$51 million - $249 million 21% 
$250 million - $499 million 9% 
$500 million - $999 million 4% 
$1Billion to $5 Billion 16% 
Greater than $5 Billion 20% 

 
• Products sold: 

Fashion/short lifecycle 23% 
Seasonal 13% 
Basic/replenishment 24% 
Perishables 11% 
Consumer Electronics/ Durable goods 29% 

 
• Headquarters/Retail Presence:  

USA 90% 92% 
Canada 2% 70% 
Latin America 1% 73% 
UK 0% 63% 
Europe 5% 70% 
Middle East 1% 74% 
Africa 0% 56% 
Asia/Pacific 1% 65% 

   
 

• Year-Over-Year Sales Growth Rates (assume average growth of 3.5%):  
Worse than average (“Laggards”) 12% 
Average 56% 
Better than average (“Winners”) 32% 
  
  

 

  



 

 5 

Business Challenges 

Customer Engagement Dominates, Price is a Problem 
There’s no doubt that the digital commerce space has matured. This year, we find retailers citing 
many of the same business challenges as they did in last year’s study. At the same time, we also 
see signs of maturation (Figure 4). 

Figure 4: Signs of a Maturing Market 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

It’s clear that the battle for consumer mindshare is escalating. This year’s respondents continue 
to cite challenges in customer engagement, shopping patterns and uncertain demand. This is 
fairly typical in an emerging market.  

But there’s a new trend as well: a dramatic increase in the number of retailers citing price 
transparency as a top-three business challenge. We also see a drop in the number of aggregate 
respondents concerned about maintaining growth rates, and a concurrent increase in those 
concerned about generating acceptable margins. These are all indicative of a maturing market. 
As we’ll see shortly, price transparency concerns are diverse, and surprisingly not focused on any 
one retailer. Retailers’ fears are actually rather non-specific. In a maturing market, they are 
expected to make money and keep prices and costs tightly controlled. They are fighting for 
market share, rather than managing growth.  

Having said that, results differ rather dramatically when we look at this same data based on 
retailers’ performance. 
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Winners Looking Forward, Laggards Not So Much 
Laggards are very emphatic and united in their perceived business challenges, while Winners’ 
focus tends to be more diverse (Figure 5). 

Figure 5: Laggards Perceive Clear and Present Dangers 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

Laggards exhibit challenges that are the worst of both worlds: Maintaining growth rates and 
uncertain demand on the emerging side, and generating acceptable margins on the maturing 
side. On the other hand, once we move past the challenge of customer engagement, Winners 
tend to give most business challenges equal weight.  

Winners recognize that simply being in consumers’ virtual faces is not the same as 
“engagement.” Pushing content to consumers through email or retargeting programs may drive 
short-term results, but those techniques don’t engender repeat business or loyalty. The mid-
market retailer is aligned with this issue, with fully 77% of retailers with sales between $250 
million and $1 billion citing this as a top-three business challenge. 

Winners and mid-market retailers are also aligned in understanding the difficulty in managing the 
online assortment. Overly broad assortments create significant complexity in fulfillment 
processes. Overly narrow assortments usually turn into missed opportunities to increase basket 
size, and potentially damage that same engagement process mentioned above. Fifty-five percent 
of mid-market retailers cite this as a top-three challenge, vs. approximately 20% of all other 
retailers. 
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In essence, the mid-market retailer is always on a growth-driven trajectory. Winners, of course, 
are all about growth – in their existing stores and channels – so it’s not surprising to see them 
agree about many fundamental growth challenges. 

For most retailers, a mature business must bring profits as well as revenue. Ultimately, retailers 
recognize that their fates are in their own hands. They are not just at the mercy of a few giants. 
And that brings us to what might be the most fascinating data we found: the waning fear of 
Amazon, and the lack of fear of Walmart. 

A Post-Amazon, Post-Walmart World 
For the first part of the twenty-first century, retailers were obsessed with Walmart as a competitive 
threat. The company appeared to be unstoppable, as it rapidly became the leader in almost any 
category of merchandise it decided to sell. 

Sometime around 2006-2007, retailers began to lose their fear of the Arkansas behemoth. Even 
the Great Recession, which was supposed to be “Walmart Time” per H. Lee Scott, their CEO at 
that time, was not kind to the giant. Despite Mr. Scott’s statement to investors, “This is Walmart 
Time. This is the environment that Sam Walton built this company for,” it suffered many quarters 
of flat-to-negative comparable sales growth. Those retailers who had survived knew they had 
found a way to compete, predominantly through service and convenience, and regained their 
trajectory after the recession’s end. 

But then there was Amazon.com. Seemingly immune to shareholder wrath when profits didn’t 
materialize, the company continued growing at wild levels, and its stock price also continued to 
rise. The company’s CEO, Jeff Bezos, is a master of Public and Investor Relations, and even 
managed to get what amounted to a free twenty-minute ad on the eve of Cyber Monday 2013, via 
a story about drone-based delivery broadcast on the venerable “60 Minutes.”  

However, another year of little to no profits has begun to take its toll on Amazon, and retailers 
have taken notice. Even photos of its fulfillment robots failed to turn a lot of heads. As we can see 
in Figure 6, no one retailer or other threat is driving inordinate concern from our respondents. 
Their concerns are now far more focused on the customer and retailers in general. 

Figure 6: What – Me Worry? 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 
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Laggards Also Lag in Competitive Perception 
Laggards of course, think differently. While a healthy 40% of Retail Winners still recognize 
Amazon as at least a moderate competitive threat, the number climbs to 58% among laggards. 
Even more alarming, a third of laggards are still not sure what Amazon means to them (Figure 7). 

Figure 7: When Wil l  They Ever Learn? 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

This is a major head-scratcher to us. Amazon.com has been in business since 1995 and has 
never been secretive about its agenda. In fact, we found a fascinating piece of historical data 
about Amazon’s name itself in its Wikipedia entry: 

“Bezos selected the name Amazon by looking through the dictionary, and settled on 
'Amazon' because it was a place that was 'exotic and different' just as he planned for his 
store to be; the Amazon river, he noted, was by far the 'biggest' river in the world 
(according to drainage, not length), and he planned to make his store the biggest in the 
world.” 

These are not subtle intentions. Yet a third of laggards remain unsure whether or not it’s a 
competitive threat. Responses are relatively consistent by revenue band, and even consistent 
regardless of the merchandise sold. After the hue and cry over Amazon dominating Consumer 
Electronics through showrooming, for example, we would have expected to see a huge majority 
of respondents citing the company as a very high threat. This was not the case. Fifty percent 
report Amazon as little-to-no threat, while only 14% cite it as a very high threat.  

Retailers have learned a few things over the past few years. They recognize their challenges lie 
more in satisfying their customers than running from any one competitor. This is another sign of 
maturity. They know Walmart is not their only terrestrial competitor; neither is Amazon their 
primary eCommerce enemy. 

This leads us to the inevitable next question: now that we understand perceived challenges in 
eCommerce today, where do retailers believe their best opportunities lie?  
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Opportunities 

It’s Time To Make Some Money 
RSR has conducted our eCommerce research for seven years. Consistently, retailers reported 
their biggest opportunity lay in improving search and browse capability. In other words, 
suggesting to customers, “find us, find what you want, and peruse your options.” This year, 
everything changed. The number of retailers citing search and browse as a top-three business 
opportunity dropped by 31%. In its place, improving fulfillment processes rose to be the most 
frequently cited response (Figure 8). 

Figure 8: Maturing Markets Br ing Maturing Opportunit ies 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

This is yet another example of a maturing business model. Retailers recognize that they have to 
be both fast and efficient at filling orders. “It’s time to make some money.”  

We were somewhat surprised to see a resurging interest in branded deals of the day, but not at 
all surprised to see a greater interest in expanding into new selling channels. That’s how mature 
retailers increase market share.  

Winners drive renewed interest in branded deal of the day, which on the surface seems 
befuddling. Further analysis led us back to a finding from our 2014 Pricing Benchmark.1 In that 
study, Retail Winners were far more likely to support channel-specific promotions than their 
peers. Our only conclusion can be that these deals of the day are old fashioned “loss-leaders,” 
Winners use to capture new customers. 
                                                        
1 The Pricing Paradox: Maximizing Margin in a Promotion-driven Environment, RSR Research, April 
2014 
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Laggards In More Ways Than One 
While our definition of laggards focuses on their comparable sales results, in this particular study, 
their thought processes lag those of Retail Winners as well. We can see some of these trends in 
Figure 9. 

Figure 9: Laggards St i l l  Catching Up in Recognizing Opportunit ies 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

Laggards are rightly focused on catching up in the basics: areas like cross-channel capabilities 
and improving their product detail information. And they lead the pack in their desire to add selling 
channels. For their part, Retail Winners are looking to become more targeted, improving their 
payment processes and developing custom apps. The basics are covered, and so they’re moving 
forward. 

We can fault neither laggards nor Winners in this regard. They recognize where they are, and see 
the right steps ahead of them. 

Looking Ahead, New Business Opportunities for Success  
The theme of "eCommerce in Context” is strongly echoed in our respondents’ perception of the 
business and technology opportunities that lie before them. We asked about platforms, features 
and organizational structures and received very telling answers (Figure 10). 
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Figure 10: Merged Channels and Infrastructures Are Our Future  

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

As we saw in last year’s study, for the most part, retailers know that the concept of “channels” is 
on the wane. Amazon.com may continue driving revenue as a pure-play eCommerce retailer, but 
two-thirds of our respondents agree the future direction of commerce lies in merged channel 
capabilities. While stores may seem to create excess cost and assortment constraints, those 
constraints may well act to help make them more profitable. Limited assortments create far more 
predictable shipping requirements. 

The same can be said of technology platforms and organizational structures. It is incredibly 
inefficient to support channel-specific staffs and technologies. More than 50% of respondents 
recognize they are bound to converge. 

Apple Pay’s introduction has given retailers a positive feeling about mobile payments in general. 
As of this writing, while we know that sign-ups for Apple Pay have been brisk, it’s not clear if the 
technology has been used by many people. This could well be the year that forces converge to 
make mobile payments a reality. 

Finally, there’s the ever-elusive goal of monetizing social networks. Until now, they have been 
much more about brand-building than about commerce. Yet Retail Winners in particular are 
bullish on the opportunity in the coming year. Thirty-five percent strongly agree that these sites 
will be a valid selling media, vs. only 17% of laggards. This can’t be construed as a ringing 
endorsement, but it is indeed surprising to see so many Retail Winners hanging in there. This is a 
group that rarely lives on “hope.”  

These are the perceived opportunities. They seem pretty straight forward and manageable. This 
begs the question, “What could go wrong?” As always, the enemy can be found within.  
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Organizational Inhibitors 

The Need For Better Execution 
In RSR’s 2013 eCommerce study, the top operational challenge identified was  
“cost effective shipping and fulfillment” (all 2013 respondents: 51%). That news was heartening in 
the sense that it indicated that the needle had moved from “if” to “how” when it came to providing 
a way for consumers to choose from a variety of order fulfillment options, no matter where and 
how an order was generated. And as we found out in our recent study on assortment and 
planning (Assortment and Planning: Changing Times, New Opportunities, November 2014), 
there’s still plenty of opportunity for retailers generally to execute better than they do now (Figure 
11): 

Figure 11: Work-In-Progress  

Source: RSR Research, November 2014 

Looking at the results of this study in total, one might be led to think that a lot of progress has 
been made since 2013. And in the case of Retail Winners, that’s certainly true. Although “cost 
effective shipping and fulfillment” is still a top concern for over-performers, laggards remain much 
more worried about it, superseding all other concerns by a wide margin (Figure 12, below). 

Their concern is understandable; although most retailers now accept that cross-channel 
fulfillment of customer orders is a “must have”, laggards are getting beat on execution. Poor 
execution of what has become a consumer expectation costs them sales and profits. In the 
context of the overarching business challenge identified earlier in this report, that the battle for 
consumer mindshare is escalating, under-performers know they have to improve their game. 
While Retail Winners also remain concerned about the issue, they are just as concerned about 
“processing and/or accounting for returns“, one of the outcomes from promoting their omni-
channel value proposition to consumers. Laggards just aren’t there yet. 
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Figure 12: Gett ing It Done  

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

In another interesting aspect to the challenge of cost effective shipping and fulfillment, responses 
to our survey reveal that small retailers (those with less than $5M in annual sales) are most 
challenged of all; a whopping 73% of these retailers identify this as a top concern, exceeding 
laggards by 15 percentage points. But looking inside small retailers’ responses to the survey 
questions about Technology Enablers, it turns out that far fewer small retailers than their larger 
competitors have plans to implement any of the technologies to make their jobs easier.  

Given many of the emerging “cloud-based” options opening up specifically with smaller retailers 
in mind, this finding is both disappointing and alarming; either technology providers’ value 
messaging isn’t reaching small retailers, or the “big guys” already have so much functional 
superiority that the prospects for competing with a harmonized digital/physical selling 
environment are seemingly out of reach to small retailers.  

Getting In Sync 
Our 2013 eCommerce benchmark revealed that budgetary constraints had roared to the top of 
the list of the organizational inhibitors to progress in eCommerce, jumping 25% as a major 
concern (63% compared to 38% in 2012). At that time, we conjectured that the “seemingly 
endless well of capital available for eCommerce initiatives is starting to run dry, or re-allocated to 
cross-channel technology upgrades.” Given responses to a similar question in this year’s study, 
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the dominance of budget in 2013 as a top inhibitor might be better described as a “pause” while 
retailers reconsidered what they were trying to accomplish.  

A year ago, retailers were just getting past their fear of being disintermediated by pure-play 
market aggregators like Amazon, and starting to internalize the fact that consumers had not 
abandoned the stores. And retailers were starting to understand that their digital selling 
capabilities needed to work in sync with the stores to win sales and loyalty. We see that new 
understanding reflected in what Retail Winners think the organizational inhibitors to progress are 
now (Figure 13).  

Figure 13: Pivot ing  

Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

Retail Winners’ top inhibitors indicate that they are pivoting their investments towards the stores 
and that they need to get the internal IT function to realign to that objective. Laggards’ top 
inhibitors on the other hand have to do with whether to invest in new capabilities at all (tight 
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be clearer: Winners know what they want to accomplish, while laggards are still unsure 
which way to go. 

Getting Around The Roadblocks 
Given the organizational inhibitors identified, it would follow that Winners in particular are looking 
for more coordination with store operations to integrate the digital and physical selling 
environments more seamlessly into a consistent shopping experience. And that turns out to be 
the case. While the overall group ranks “more coordination with stores” as the best way to 
overcome organizational inhibitors (Figure 14), Retail Winners rank that option more highly (48% 
compared to 25% for Laggards).  

Figure 14: Coordinat ion  

Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

Laggards, on the other hand, give much higher credence to “more coordination with Marketing” 
than any other option (50% compared to 32% for Winners). The Chief Marketing Officers of those 
companies have a huge opportunity – and an equally big responsibility, because their peers are 
looking to them to set a course forward. In short, Winners know where they are going, and 
laggards don’t. And so under-performers are looking for a champion to save the company.  
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Technology Enablers 

Running Just To Stay In The Race 
We saw in the Business Challenges section of this report that retailers are pressing hard to win 
more consumer mindshare by responding to still-evolving shopping patterns. It’s clear that 
consumers are driving the technology agenda, and retailers have been put into the uncomfortable 
position of having to respond or lose their business. With consumers so far in front, retailers are 
reacting without having performed the typical cost/benefit analyses. This finding came out of 
responses very clearly when we asked retailers about the value vs. implementation status of 
eCommerce site features (Figure 15). Despite not being absolutely sure of the value of 
technology-enabled features, retailers are implementing them anyway. 
 
Figure 15: Ready Fire Aim (Part 1) 

Source: RSR Research, December 2014 

Looking at the responses from a performance perspective, we discovered that Retail Winners 
have gone even farther in implementing key features, for example “reviews/recommendations” 
(77%), “Site experience surveys” (63%), and “non-traditional payment methods” (63%).  

RSR has seen this phenomenon once before very recently, when we conducted our 2014 study 
on the state of store technology (What’s In Store for Stores? Benchmark Report, June 2014). 
In that study, we asked the question, “If retailers are unsure of solution value, yet continue to 
purchase those solutions, how will they know if they actually add value?” The answer to that 
question might be that they are running just to stay in the race. 
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On the other hand, retailers’ race to keep up with consumers doesn’t necessarily make for an 
“easy sell” for solutions providers – there are still plenty of skeptics. When it comes to 
eCommerce site features, the top five for which both Winners and laggards have “No Plans” are 
as follows: 

 
Winners Laggards 

• Non-traditional payment methods (i.e., eBillMe, 
PayPal, Bitcoin, etc.) 31% 28% 

• Product-level social network integration 38% 28% 
• Online chat (Click-to-Chat) 36% 31% 
• Community management platforms 44% 34% 
• Manufacturer-supplied feature-function 

comparisons 43% 35% 
 

Throwing Caution To The Wind? 
We asked the same value vs. usage questions about eCommerce infrastructural components, 
and saw the same dynamic (Figure 16).  

Figure 16: Ready Fire Aim (Part 2) 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 
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monitoring and online analytics (75% each). In the case of online analytics, Winners reveal a 
telling difference from the general response group – they are much more interested than their 
lesser performing peers in what consumers are actually doing while visiting the eCommerce site.  

And just as with eCommerce site features, there are skeptics when it comes to infrastructural 
components as well. Of particular interest is laggards’ aversion to the idea of an eCommerce 
platform delivered via a Software-as-a-service (SaaS or cloud) model. Even about 1/3 of Retail 
Winners are skeptical. Clearly, for all the hype in the market today about “cloud”, there’s work to 
do on the part of solutions providers to convince many retail decision makers.  

 
Winners Laggards 

• Responsive/mCommerce 
technology 34% 36% 

• eCommerce platform as a SaaS 
solution 34% 42% 

• eCommerce package 31% 31% 
• Site internationalization 31% 33% 
• Unique mobile app 29% 34% 

 

Extending eCommerce’s Reach  
The theme emerging from this study is that retailers are thinking of their eCommerce platform 
less as a selling channel, and more as an integral part of their total selling environment. This 
change in positioning is a direct outcome of the fact that consumers use both the digital 
environment (eCom, mobile, and social) and the physical one (the store) in a seamless way to 
make their purchase decisions – and retailers have been forced to respond.  

So the obvious next question is, how are retailers extending eCommerce’s reach into the rest of 
the selling environment? Our survey respondents showed surprising unanimity, with Retail 
Winners being only slightly more aggressive in their plans than Laggards (Figure 17). 

Figure 17: More Than A “Channel” 

 
Source: RSR Research, December 2014 
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Given the earlier discussion about Organizational Inhibitors, this is a little surprising, since 2.5X 
more Winners than under-performers stated that the stores have become a higher priority. 
Nonetheless, it is clear that most retailers are looking for new ways to leverage eCom’s reach. 

In particular, retailers seek to “mobilize” their eCommerce site, rather than to maintain a separate 
mobile commerce platform. But that goal is in conflict with their responses, re. “Responsive/ 
mCommerce technology” (Figure 16, above). One plausible explanation is that “responsive 
design” is a relatively new concept even for IT shops, and its value has not yet been absorbed by 
business leaders and operations managers (who made up the majority of those who responded 
to the survey). That’s a to-do for both CIOs and solutions providers – clearly, there are 
disconnects between what business leaders want from a functional perspective, and how 
today’s technologies will deliver that functionality.  

As with the apparent disconnect between eCommerce technology’s perceived value and retailers’ 
rollout plans (Figures 15 & 16), this speaks volumes about how retailers are throwing caution to 
the wind as they try to keep up with consumer expectations for a seamless shopping experience 
across both the digital and physical environments. 
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BOOTstrap Recommendations 

If you’re a retailer, and your company has a completely separate eCommerce organization, you 
are most definitely missing the boat. Not only will customers notice muddled assortments and 
marketing messages, shareholders will notice redundant job functions. We have long passed the 
time when a separate eCommerce division makes any sense at all. It’s not going to be easy to 
pry entrenched business managers away from their perceived turfs, but it’s necessary, and far 
past time. 

But as eCommerce matures and as it becomes a more cohesive part of the overall enterprise, 
retailers need to look ahead to the processes, organizations, and, most importantly, the metrics to 
support that maturity: 

It’s Time for Cross-Channel Metrics  
As eCommerce becomes more mature and takes its place as an integral part of the retail offering, 
it’s important to create metrics that apply across all customer interaction channels.  

The "need for speed” shouldn’t preclude the need for a cogent strategy. But it’s not clear from this 
study that retailers have a roadmap that defines the future “selling environment” inclusive of all of 
its components (e-Commerce, mobile, the stores, call center). The storyline seems to be more 
“seat of the pants” than that.  

While retailers are racing to keep up with consumer expectations (even as those expectations are 
still emerging), it is important they consider in advance how they will determine if something is 
worth doing in the first place, or carrying forward in the future. While we’re not suggesting that 
retailers stop everything until they can perform an ROI analysis and develop a complete 
roadmap, it is important that retailers at least put metrics in place to measure what’s 
important vs. what’s merely interesting. Retail Winners seem to know this; as mentioned in the 
Technology Enablers section, they are much more interested in site performance monitoring and 
online analytics than their competitors –others should take note and emulate that winning attitude. 

It’s also important to reiterate this same need for new metrics that emerged from our Store 
Benchmark. Whenever we see inverted “value vs. usage” charts, we know that retailers are 
spending a lot of money on technology, but don’t necessarily understand why they’re doing it.  

On the surface, it should be easier to figure out the value of digital channel investments: 
consumers’ paths to purchase and conversion rates are far easier to track. But consumers tend to 
“go dark” when they move between the digital and physical realm. Over the past two years, the 
percentage of respondents who report they “don’t know / can’t tell” if their cross-channel shoppers 
are more profitable or not has risen alarmingly: back to levels (28-30%) we hadn’t seen since 
2010. It’s clearly time reduce that number again, not through in-store customer tracking, but 
through loyalty programs and cross-channel promotional offers. 

Improve Inventory Management Processes 
The “profit imperative” can only be achieved in two ways: increase revenue, and/or decrease 
expense. Amazon.com stands out as an example that simply increasing revenue is not an 
effective long-term strategy. We have entire university case studies that show us managing 
expenses is not an effective strategy. The omni-channel imperative and opportunity is to do both: 



 

 21 

leverage inventory as a shared asset, and manage returns in the most efficient manner. Channel-
specific inventory figures are not terribly useful. The eCommerce channel is no longer an island. 

Laggards: Keep Working on Filling Out Your Portfolios 
We were not disappointed to see laggards focusing on technologies and opportunities Winners 
have already implemented: they do have to fill baseline requirements. However, we want to 
strongly encourage investment in cloud-based or other packaged solutions. There is nothing 
terribly unique about eCommerce functionality. There are any number of “plug and play” feature 
technologies that sit on top of pre-packaged infrastructures. While we do believe Cloud solutions 
can offer faster time to value, if your organization is prejudiced against them, that’s certainly your 
prerogative. However you get there, just get there. It’s time to get eCommerce up to snuff as it 
comes into context with the rest of your retail operations. 
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Appendix A: RSR’s BOOT Methodology© 
The BOOT Methodology© is designed to reveal and prioritize the following: 

• Business Challenges – Retailers of all shapes and sizes face significant external 
challenges. These issues provide a business context for the subject being discussed 
and drive decision-making across the enterprise.  

• Opportunities – Every challenge brings with it a set of opportunities, or ways to 
change and overcome that challenge. The ways retailers turn business 
challenges into opportunities often define the difference between Winners and 
“also-rans.” Within the BOOT, we can also identify opportunities missed – and 
describe leading edge models we believe drive success. 

• Organizational Inhibitors – Even as enterprises find opportunities to overcome their 
external challenges, they may find internal organizational inhibitors that keep them 
from executing on their vision. Opportunities can be found to overcome these 
inhibitors as well. Winning Retailers understand their organizational inhibitors and 
find creative, effective ways to overcome them. 

• Technology Enablers – If a company can overcome its organizational inhibitors it 
can use technology as an enabler to take advantage of the opportunities it identifies. 
Retail Winners are most adept at judiciously and effectively using these enablers, 
often far earlier than their peers. 

 

A graphical depiction of the BOOT Methodology© follows: 
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Appendix B: About Our Sponsor 

 

Mozu is a commerce platform for the new global marketplace. With Mozu, retailers can manage 
their commerce, content and customer experience across every channel, on any platform, around 
the world. With endless extensibility, customizations and refreshing usability, Mozu provides truly 
limitless commerce to an ever-changing business landscape. To learn more, visit 
www.mozu.com. 
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Appendix C: About RSR Research 
 

 

Retail Systems Research (“RSR”) is the only research company run by retailers for the retail 
industry. RSR provides insight into business and technology challenges facing the extended retail 
industry, providing thought leadership and advice on navigating these challenges for specific 
companies and the industry at large. We do this by: 

• Identifying information that helps retailers and their trading partners to build more 
efficient and profitable businesses; 

• Identifying industry issues that solutions providers must address to be relevant in the 
extended retail industry; 

• Providing insight and analysis about a broad spectrum of issues and trends in the 
Extended Retail Industry.  
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