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Introduction 

The onset of the digital age has changed 
the way customers shop, as well as 
how they interact and engage with 
businesses. Customers commonly use 
multiple devices to research and make 
purchasing decisions and they expect to 
be able to buy the goods and services 
they need effortlessly and quickly, 
whatever location they are in. In turn 
this has also fundamentally altered their 
expectations around customer service, 
which they expect to be immediate and 
comprehensive and delivered via their 
favoured channel. Such demands are 
even more pronounced when consumers 
are dealing with high-end retailers. After 
committing to an expensive purchase, 
they want the customer service to be of 
equal or even better quality.  

Yet many companies are still struggling 
to get this right. Rather than being a key 
component of their offering, customer 
service is often something that is poorly 
integrated and struggles to cope in an 
omnichannel environment. 

Effective data management is at the centre of 
a successful approach for customer service. 
Retailers need to create a ‘single customer 
view’. This means being able to collate 
and aggregate customer information from 
multiple different sources and channels, and 
present it in a single, easy-to-use format. 
With this information available, customer 
service agents can start to provide the 
accurate and flexible service customers 
expect, whether it’s responding effectively 
and quickly to complaints or enquiries, or 
helping them make purchases. According to 
a recent survey of contact centre agents by 
Deloitte, 82 per cent viewed accuracy and 
quality of information as the most important 
attribute of customer experience. 1   

This White Paper looks at how retailers 
can create the right environment, 

including technology, processes and 
people, to enable them to make this 
vision a reality and provide the highest 
standards of customer service possible.  

Customer service —  
the new battleground

Millennials — a new generation of 
powerful consumers comes of age

More informed, more connected and more 
demanding than ever before, for today’s 
shoppers the customer experience is 
everything. So-called millennials, in their 
mid-twenties to early thirties, now make up 
about 32 per cent of the world’s population. 
This is the first generation of digital natives 
to come of age and they are quickly 
becoming one of the most influential 
consumer groups. Research shows that 
these customers have significantly different 
values from generations before them. 
2 They place a far higher premium on 
the experience rather than the product. 
What’s more, they are used to digital-first 
companies like Amazon and Uber that offer 
a seamless customer experience across 
multiple platforms. They expect the same 
high standards when it comes to customer 
service and they tend to be vocal about 
their experiences, whether good or bad.

Competition and commoditisation

With the Internet offering a whole new 
world of choice for consumers, brand 
loyalty is increasingly eroding, while 
products are becoming commoditised. 
As a result, customer service is 
becoming a key way that companies 
can set themselves apart from the 
competition and stand out. Indeed,  
81 per cent of companies see customer 
service as a competitive differentiator. 3 

With premium brands, the stakes are 
even higher. Brand perception and 
superior product quality set the bar high 
for customer service. In-store or online, 
luxury customers expect a noticeable 
difference in customer service from the 
mass market.

As Sharon Millard, Director of 
Contact Centres, CRM Solutions UK 
& Ireland, at Arvato, says: “Both the 
digital experience and the customer 
service have to feel synonymous with 
a high-end brand.” Contact centres 
form a key part of the strategy, as 
they are increasingly tasked with the 
responsibility of translating brand 
values into customer service and 
generating a competitive advantage  
for the business. 

1

Figure 1. How consumers share their customer experience
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From multichannel to omnichannel

Companies currently support an average 
of nine communication channels and this 
is forecast to increase to 11 by 2018. 3  
Alongside phone and email, customers 
are increasingly choosing digital or social 
channels as their route to the retailer. This 
includes Facebook, Twitter and Instagram, 
but also a growing preference for mobile 
chat apps such as Facebook Messenger 
and WhatsApp, as well as self-service 
technologies and virtual assistants. As 
customers become accustomed to using 
these channels to research and buy 
products, they expect to be able to use the 
same channels to get queries resolved.

But this ever-expanding suite of options 
has left many retailers with disjointed 

digital landscapes, and a myriad of 
different systems and platforms, often 
managed separately from their physical 
stores. An omnichannel approach 
brings these systems — and, critically, 
their data — together. But it is not 
purely a technological solution. It is 
about optimising these channels for 
the goals of the business, which also 
means changing processes and ways 
of operating. As Millard explains: 
“It’s not just about the number of 
channels or better transitioning from 
one channel to the other. It’s about the 
right channel at the right time.” This 
means understanding the information 
that consumers require as well as their 
preferences for communication, whether  
it’s text, email, phone or social, and 
having the capability to act on it. 

Creating a single 
customer view
The key to an effective customer 
service strategy is the organisation 
and management of consumer data. 
Companies often track every stage of 
the customer journey, but with multiple 
touchpoints, media and platforms, the 
route is often long and winding. Disparate 
data, scattered across the organisation, 
presents a major roadblock in the bid 
to better understand and serve the 
customer. A single customer view brings 
this data together in a meaningful way, 
usually via a customer relationship 
management (CRM) platform, providing 
companies — and their contact centres 
— with a unified source of customer 
information. Retailers can get to grips 
with what their customers really want, 
where they are heading, and how they can 
help them get there.

Quality of service

When it comes to delivering quality 
customer service, a single customer view is 
extremely powerful. Retailers can connect 
with consumers on a far deeper level and 
provide a bespoke service based on in-
depth knowledge of their preferences and 
values. This is critical in the contact centre, 
particularly in the premium end of the 
market, where the challenge is to deliver a 
quality of service as personal and tactile as 
the in-store experience. 

A single customer view provides service 
agents with all of the data they need on a 
single desktop — from demographics and 
buying behaviour, to previous touchpoints 
and communications. With a complete, real-
time picture of the customer, agents can 
respond more quickly and appropriately to 
queries and complaints. They can instantly 
know why the customer has contacted the 
company and if they are ‘high-value’ or 

Figure 2. The importance of customer service
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alternatively ‘at risk’ of switching, and they 
can react accordingly. 

In addition, data is shared across every 
channel, from mobile apps to self-service 
chat-bots. So no matter how a customer 
communicates, or who they talk to, they get 
the same personal treatment and a seamless 
resolution of issues: critically, without the 
need to repeat information. Indeed, studies 
show that 90 per cent of customers become 
frustrated if they have to explain their 
problems and issues multiple times to more 
than one representative. 

As explained by Gordon Dalgleish, Head of 
ICT Solutions, CRM Solutions UK & Ireland, 
Arvato: “What omnichannel and the single 
customer view offer is an added layer of 
customer engagement, and the opportunity 
to transform the customer experience, 
adding value to both customers and  
the business.” 

An example of the importance of customer 
service can be seen with Apple’s Genius Bars, 
technical support stations that are located 
in Apple Stores and allow customers to 
quickly and easily get their Apple products 
fixed. These are fully integrated with 

online channels and text message-based 
systems, allowing customers to easily make 
reservations and arrange repairs. All of this 
is only possible by having an extensive CRM 
at the centre of its retail architecture. Apple 
Stores make the highest amount of sales per 
square foot of any retailer in the world. The 
Genius Bars have been such an important 
and successful part of this that Apple’s 
management describes them as the ‘heart 
and soul’ of the Apple Store experience. 4  

Brand loyalty

A more personalised and fulfilling service 
helps to make customers feel unique 
and valued, growing brand loyalty. In 
turn, retailers see improved customer 
retention, better conversion rates, and 
increased sales. According to American 
Express, 58 per cent of consumers are 
willing to spend more on companies that 
provide excellent customer service. 5  

But that doesn’t mean that brands have to 
constantly go the extra mile and ‘delight’ 
their customers. Research from Gartner 
shows that the main way that companies 
create loyalty with customer service is by 
solving their problems quickly and easily. 
6 This means removing obstacles and 
making the process as simple as possible 
for consumers. By providing better quality 
information to service agents, a single 
customer view can greatly increase the 
efficiency of the process, saving time for 
customers and making them feel more 
satisfied. 
  
From reactive to proactive

The single customer view also offers 
retailers a valuable opportunity to bridge 
the gap between reactive and proactive 
customer service. Combined with 

Figure 3. Omnichannel capabilities 

Figure 4. Main customer service issues that cause consumers  
  to switch to competitors
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predictive analytics tools, a single view of 
the customer empowers contact centres 
to better anticipate demands, resolve 
issues before they become a problem, and 
to reach out to customers.

Consumers are used to retailers acting 
in a proactive manner when it comes to 
purchases. They will often email or text 
to say a product has been dispatched or 
has been delivered. Pizza chain Domino’s 
takes this a step further by offering a 
link where customers can follow their 
order in real-time from preparation all 
the way through to delivery. If retailers 
could offer a similar approach for service, 
by taking the initiative and updating 
customers on how their issues are being 
resolved, it could yield major dividends. 
And much of this functionality can 
be automated and delivered at  
low cost. For high-end retailers, this is 
an opportunity to get one step ahead 
of their customers and to add a new 
dimension to the brand experience. 

Alternatively, they could reach out 
to customers to offer targeted upsell 
opportunities. An example of this in 
action comes from retailer Nordstrom. 
After realising that a large percentage of 
its customers preferred to communicate 
by text, it launched its TextStyle 
service. This allows a Nordstrom 
salesperson to text a curated list of 
products to a customer based on their 
preferences. The customer can then 
purchase with one click by pressing a 
‘buy’ button.  

Product development

Another benefit of having an integrated 
customer service strategy is that it can link 
closely with R&D. Customer service agents 
are uniquely positioned to understand 
how products are being received by the 
market and what the main issues are. If 
this information can be organised and 
consolidated it can be used to improve and 
enhance products. 

Building blocks and 
roadblocks
Companies need to be clear about 
what they want to achieve. This 
involves thinking carefully about the 
concept of customer experience, how 
this is changing due to the impact of 
technology, and how it can be magnified 
across every touchpoint. 

Map systems and processes

When it comes to implementing a 
single view of the customer, the first 
step involves auditing and mapping the 
systems and processes that underpin 
customer service. This does not just 
include the technological systems that 
are used, but procedures and personnel 
as well. Once this has been done, areas 
for improvement and optimisation 
can be identified. In essence, a true 
omnichannel approach involves taking a 
holistic view of the entire organisation.

Figure 5. Creating a single view of the customer
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Integrate and organise data

Once the mapping stage is completed 
the next step is to consolidate all 
relevant customer data from across 
the organisation and integrate it in one 
easily accessible system. Typically,  
this information is stored in multiple 
and often incompatible silos spread 
across the organisation, which can be 
a major obstacle to creating effective 
customer service processes. Technological 
tools can now be used to take this data 
from disparate databases, quickly and 
efficiently. It can then be accessed via a 
single CRM system. But as data can often 
vary in quality and utility, it also has to 
be cleansed, analysed and organised – for 
example, removing any duplicate records.

Part of the process also involves reimagining 
the flow of data across the organisation 

and how information sources are changing. 
For example, this could mean linking 
structured data such as point-of-sale or 
product information with a rich resource 
of unstructured data found in customer 
reviews, Facebook posts, or tweets. 

Orchestrate information

When the data is available and ready 
to use, queueing, routing and decision 
processes can then be implemented. 
These rule sets allow the information to 
be made available in the right channel 
at the right time. For example, this 
could be as part of a dashboard, which 
is accessed by a customer service agent 
fielding a call, or a chat-bot being 
hosted on the company website.

The advice of an experienced service 
provider can help ease and accelerate 

this process. The most effective 
outsourcing partners will not only 
understand the data, they will also know 
a company’s business inside and out, 
bringing industry knowledge, proven 
processes and best practices to the table. 

Training and capability

But technology is only half the 
story. Creating a single view of the 
customer also requires retraining 
people throughout the enterprise. 
This involves more than just helping 
people to use new technology but 
also developing best practices to 
improve customer service at every 
touch point. As Gordan Dalgleish 
states: “An omnichannel approach is 
about utilising the best channels for 
the business goals. The people and 
processes are a vital part of this.”

Figure 6. Common barriers to achieving a single customer view 
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From ‘single customer 
view’ to AI-powered 
solutions — the future 
of customer service 

A single customer view brings retailers 
much closer to their customers, but it’s 
how companies use this consolidated 
source of information that will make the 
difference between good customer service 
and an exceptional experience. Technology 
is rapidly evolving and creating ever more 
possibilities. For example, predictive analytics 
and artificial intelligence (AI), underpinned 
by sophisticated algorithms, add another 
layer to the customer relationship, squeezing 
even more value out of data. Analysing both 
current and historical data, analytics tools 
can generate sophisticated insights — and 
foresights — into customer behaviour and 
buying patterns. 

In the contact centre, these systems can 
provide agents with recommended ‘next 
best actions’, helping them to optimise 
customer interactions. This could be 
tailored advice for the specific customer 
or on-the-spot recommendations for 
complementary products or services. For 
high-end retailers, this added personal 
touch helps to reinforce the luxury ethos, 
fulfilling customers’ expectations for 
elevated service levels. 

The human touch 

Analytics and AI also have a critical role 
to play in the increasing preference for 
self-service technology delivered through 
channels such as Facebook Messenger, 
WhatsApp or WeChat. Often dubbed 
conversational commerce, this is not just 
about cutting costs. With routine tasks 

assigned to chat-bots or other self-service 
tools, agents can concentrate on solving 
more complex issues and providing more 
of the human touch that luxury customers 
so crave. 

Self learning in AI is driving ever greater 
advances in this area. Chat-bots now 
have the potential to learn and improve 
continuously, answering an increasing 
number of customer queries across 
multiple channels in a fraction of a second. 
Systems are also being developed that can 
decipher accents and sentiment, and ask 
customers questions to get to the root of 
the problem. 

But to work effectively these automated 
bots have to be able to instantly access 
a swathe of detailed information about 
a customer, from how many times they 
have contacted the company to the likely 
purpose of their query. Such an approach is 
impossible until a consolidated view of all 
customer data has been created.

Intelligent search

Another exciting area is intelligent 
search. When a customer is searching 
on a website or e-commerce store, 
the answers they receive will be 
based on their browsing history with 
intuitive predictions being made. As 
an example, if a customer has recently 
purchased a product it is likely they 
will be searching for instructions or 
information about returns. Again to 
achieve this requires significant data 
modelling for each customer, which 
is impossible if their information is 
locked away in unconnected silos. John 
Lewis is one retailer that is taking this 
approach to customer service a step 
further. Customers can upload pictures 

of clothing styles, and, using image-
recognition software, the retailer will 
instantly show them visually similar 
garments they can purchase. 

Conclusion
It’s clear that technology offers 
enormous potential to add new value 
to the customer experience. But as with 
any business transformation, retailers 
need to keep the big picture in mind. 
The scope and goals of any project 
should be driven by the needs of the 
business and its customers, not the 
technology. And it shouldn’t overlook 
the key people and processes that are 
needed to make this transformation 
happen. The right outsourcing partner 
can help retailers maintain this 
enterprise-wide approach, as well as 
providing that all-important outside-in 
perspective and industry knowledge. 

For retailers that get it right, and can 
see — and treat — their customers as 
individuals, the rewards are limitless. 
With customers not just at the heart 
of the organisation, but transcending 
every part of it, companies can offer a 
true omnichannel experience and the 
customer service to match.
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As a premium modern 
casual lifestyle brand, 
MARC O’POLO sets 
itself the highest 
standards with 
regards to the quality 
of its products, 
materials and designs; 
the same applies to its 
communication and 
customer service.

Working with Arvato, MARC O’POLO 
set out to offer its customers a 
comprehensive, premium brand and 
shopping experience across all channels.

To this end, the customer data from its 
e-commerce operation and the branch 
network were combined in a central 
customer database (CRM system). The 

resulting unified customer records ensure 
a new kind of transparency that offers 
customers real added value.

Via easy-to-use dashboards, both in-store 
sales staff and customer service agents 
have direct, real-time access to the CRM 
system, providing insights into shopping 
habits, purchase history and customer 
service queries. Customers already 
benefit from the new measures in the 
form of individualised customer contact 
and optimised consultations – whether 
that’s in-store or during a customer 
service interaction.

The centralised architecture, coupled 
with highly customer-centric 
processes, gives this omnichannel 
set-up great flexibility. Additional 
customer service and retail channels 
can be seamlessly integrated as the 
landscape evolves.

Key facts:
Arvato supports MARC O’POLO’s 
e-commerce operation, specifically 

providing logistics, IT, transportation 
management, customer service, and 
financial services:

- Full-service e-commerce backend from 
a single source and with a central point 
of contact

- Management of all cross-channel 
processes through the integrated  
CRM system

- Efficient warehousing, reliable distribution, 
and active returns management

- Risk management, payment processing, 
and accounts receivable management

- Customer service and loyalty programme 
via online portal, telephone and email

- Inter-branch logistics: fast shipping of 
products between the MARC O’POLO 
stores

- Marketplace access to Zalando Germany, 
Austria, and the Netherlands

MARC O’POLO — 
The omnichannel 
brand experience
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