What’s in store
for retail?
Looking ahead to what
the future holds for
customer experience

Summary

A shifting retail landscape

Major changes ahead

We’re living through one of the most turbulent times the UK
retail industry has seen and brands are racing to outperform
their rivals as the new landscape unfolds.

As customer expectations continue to shift, retailers are
rapidly developing models that deliver premium experiences
across a changing mix of channels, both in-store and online.

Debra Maxwell, CEO of Arvato CRM Solutions UK explores
what the future holds for retailers.

Trevor Butterworth, Founder and CEO of the UK Contact
Centre Forum (UKCCF), outlines the scale of the change.

What’s in store?
More than three quarters of customers are expecting to
continue buying online as restrictions are lifted.
Find out about how consumer habits are changing in
the UK.

A time of
opportunity

Beyond the pandemic
Retailers adapting their offering to shifts in consumer
behaviour is nothing new, but COVID-19 has sent the
pace of change into overdrive.
Our contributors discuss how the sector is reshaping.

Transforming customer
experience models

While there will always be challenges, times of rapid change
offer a plethora of opportunities for those who are able to
adapt to new demands.

Capitalising on emerging opportunities will require retailers
to make real changes to how their customer experience
models operate at ‘shop floor’ level.

Find out how changes in shopping habits are creating openings
for smart brands to steal a march on the competition.

Our experts look at the practical considerations brands
are considering.
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Different behaviours,
new opportunities
Debra Maxwell
CEO, Arvato CRM
Solutions UK

Before the advent of the internet, there
was a time when retailers everywhere
would invest large amounts of time and
money into ensuring their window displays
outshone their competitors by being more
eye-catching, exciting and creative. That was
the key to creating a buzz and attracting the
crowds and increasing in-store footfall.
Today, that picture is a world away. Online sales
make up a significant and growing portion of
consumer spend. Digital channels are where
customers engage most frequently with the
brands they love. And both factors have been
accelerated by the online shift prompted by
COVID-19 restrictions.
Since the pandemic hit, we’ve seen retailers and
the businesses that work with them adapt rapidly
to reshape their offering and support customers
in new ways to help them stay safe. Many have
re-purposed their physical stores as click-andcollect hubs, prompting large-scale logistical
adaptations affecting the whole supply chain.
The balance of channels favoured by consumers
will not return to how it was. Eight in ten people
plan to continue shopping online for everything
from food to DIY hardware, according to research
from KPMG.i
This will prompt lasting change in the roles
played by different parts of retail businesses.
Digital channels will dominate transactional
sales while physical locations become more

focused on providing experiences that can’t be
replicated online and communicating core brand
values and environmental, social and corporate
governance credentials.
And, as the volumes of online transactions
continue to increase, retailers’ ability to adapt
their customer experience models to respond
will be critical in determining which brands will
attract consumers and gain a competitive edge.
Providing unique, personalised experiences will
be central to this – from initial contact to upselling,
returns, aftersales and customer retention.
The race to remain competitive when it comes
to customer experience has seen the models
that retailers use transform completely over the
past decade. Increasingly, they are driven by
tech and innovations from artificial intelligence
(AI) and automation to integrated data analytics,
which hold the promise for enabling brands
to deliver increasingly seamless and hyperpersonalised approaches.
This report brings together the expert opinions of
five thought leaders from across the sector, from
retailers and banking partners to consultants, to
examine the future of retail customer experience,
the opportunities presenting themselves in light
of the COVID-19 pandemic and how customer
service models are being transformed.
I hope you find it thought-provoking
and informative.

“

The balance of channels
favoured by consumers will
not return to how it was.”
Debra Maxwell

Arvato CRM Solutions UK
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Keynote

As we move past the global
pandemic, major changes lie ahead
for retail customer experience

Trevor Butterworth
Founder and CEO of the
UK Contact Centre Forum
(UKCCF)

Even before COVID-19 hit, major changes were taking place in the
UK retail industry. Digital transformation has long been a priority
across the industry and it has been gradually changing the way
people shop for decades.

Working in new ways

However, there’s no doubt that these trends have been hugely
accelerated by the crisis and the rapid need to shift towards
digital channels.

Going forward, managing an effective customer contact operation
will not be mainly a case of fighting fires, it will increasingly be
about planning ahead and being proactive to reduce customer
effort and inbound contact.

With so many orders moving online during the crisis, remote
means of contact have become, for a much higher number of
retailers, the primary method of interacting with their customers.
This has had a major bearing on the role of the customer
experience model.
As face-to-face interactions between brands and consumers
have diminished, other channels have taken on a greater degree
of proactivity.

Much of the conventional approach to the customer experience
will be thrown out of the window and replaced by new ideas and
technological developments.

“There’s no doubt that digitalisation has
been hugely accelerated by the crisis”

No longer are consumers only communicating with customer
service agents and automated support systems when something
has gone wrong – it’s now core to the brand experience for
everyone and that means it has to be optimised to drive sales and
play a part strategically.

It will be focused on delivering consistency, a joined-up approach
and immediacy across the customer journey. That means
designing the right series of interactions for a variety of consumers
as they are choosing, buying, owning or renting different products,
and ensuring they are always given the right advice and brand
messaging at the right time and on the right channel.

In a 2019 UKCCF survey of contact centre professionals, more
than two thirds of respondents said that in the years ahead,
their organisations will be more focused on ‘prevention’ rather
than on ‘cure’.

As the volumes and complexity of contact being managed by the
customer experience model expand rapidly, systems will grow
more sophisticated and technology and automation will have to
play a crucial part at every stage in the process.
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From collecting and making sense of customer data, to identifying
and even predicting issues and problems, and then managing and
reporting on customer interactions, those brands that can develop
and implement the smartest software platforms that integrate data
from across all channels will win out.
Looking at next steps, it’s likely that systems will develop to the
extent that customers will no longer have to identify themselves
when making contact, retailers will already know who they are
thanks to much freer and more effective data sharing.
Simple customer queries will be managed by automated systems
like self-service interfaces and AI-driven chatbots. Highly
sophisticated emotion analysis algorithms will play a key role in
ensuring the tone of communication is always appropriate to any
given interaction.
But that doesn’t mean customer experience teams will be replaced
by a bank of robots – human contact will remain vital in delivering
excellent customer service. Instead, AI and machine learning will
complement and assist people in delivering better targeted and
more efficient assistance to customers.
Human agents will focus on more complex enquiries and on
optimising the automated systems. This will have a major bearing
on the skillset of those staffing customer experience operations.

The focus will hone in on having the emotional intelligence to
provide the best support for those customers with difficult issues,
rather than handling simple enquiries in the most efficient way.
They will also be required to operate across a broader range of
channels than they do currently. In the 2019 survey mentioned
above, seven in ten responders said that their businesses are
moving towards making most of their people ‘SuperAgents’ – those
trained in skilfully communicating with customers across a phone,
video, email, chat and social media. This will have accelerated
significantly since.

No going back
Looking to the future, the extent to which consumers return to preCOVID patterns of behaviour remains to be seen. We can expect
traditional bricks and mortar propositions to rally once freedom of
movement and physical interaction is fully restored.
However, what is almost certain is that many of the changes
happening in contact centre management will not be reversed.
The commercial edge being gained by the most forward-thinking
brands and the improved experience and convenience that is
available to consumers will make sure of it.

“

Brands that can develop and
implement the smartestTrevor Butterworth
and CEO of the
software platforms thatFounder
UK Contact Centre Forum
(UKCCF)
integrate data from across
all
channels will win out.”
Trevor Butterworth
UKCCF
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Meet the experts
Four leading lights from across the UK’s retail industry provide
their insight on the opportunities ahead for the sector and
how brands will change their customer experience models in
response to shifting consumer behaviours.

Alex Holt
Brand Marketing Director
at Mamas & Papas
Alex leads on driving brand engagement,
marketing and customer experience for the
UK’s leading nursery brand and is passionate
about creating distinctive, globally consistent,
elevated experiences for consumers, both
online and in-store.
He’s a senior leader with a strong track record in brand
marketing, ecommerce and omnichannel sales, strategy
and business development across luxury, retail, fashion,
beauty and lifestyle, with previous brands including
Penhaligon’s and Oliver Spencer.

Luke Schönenberger
Senior Ecommerce Manager at
Benefit Cosmetics UK & Ireland
Luke is a true expert in multi-channel digital
marketing and sales, having specialised in
building and running online retail experience
platforms for more than 12 years.
During his decade of working for Benefit, one of the UK’s
largest and most successful beauty brands, he has helped
shape the company’s online offer and has technical and
creative oversight of the ecommerce side of the business.

Aled Patchett
Head of Retail and Consumer
Goods at Lloyds Bank

Aled holds more than 15 years’ experience in
treasury and financial services roles.
As Head of Retail and Consumer Goods at Lloyds Bank
Commercial Banking, Aled is responsible for leading a
team that provides retailers with comprehensive expert
financial services, delivering the funding and support they
need to drive growth and meet challenges head-on.

Adam Hadley
CEO of London-based data
science consultancy QuantSpark
Adam is an entrepreneur and data
scientist focused on improving
data-driven decision-making.
He is founder and CEO of QuantSpark, a consultancy that
helps retailers achieve competitive advantages through
advanced data analytics.
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How the
pandemic
has
impacted
retail?

More than
a quarter

of total retail sales were made
online in December 2020ii

39%
of shoppers have been encouraged
to purchase products online that
they had not considered before,
such as pet food and footweariii

53%
of UK consumers said they
shopped more online as a result
of the COVID lockdowniv

77%
of those shoppers said they will
continue to purchase online more
as restrictions were liftedv

28%
would be likely to look somewhere
else if offered irrelevant
information by a brandvi

One in ten
of online customers would stop
shopping with a retailer that
suggests the wrong items to them
when browsingvii

25%
of consumers said they had tried
new online retailers because of the
lockdown and intend to continue
to shop with them thanks to the
good experience they’ve hadviii
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Beyond the pandemic
The pandemic has impacted virtually every aspect of our lives and
the way we shop is no exception. So how have brands reshaped
their services to ensure they can tackle the challenges lockdown
restrictions have presented?
Luke Schönenberger, Senior Ecommerce Manager at Benefit
Cosmetics UK & Ireland, said: “COVID-19 has been a hugely
successful time for online retailers and at Benefit we continue to
see strong growth across all of our ecommerce channels.
“However, it has also left the brands who have been slower to adapt
quite exposed, while others who are more agile have made huge
progress over 2020 when it comes to being able to support how the
ecosystem is changing rapidly.”
For Alex Holt, Brand Marketing Director at Mamas & Papas, the
lockdown was an opportunity for the brand to push ahead with
some of the digital plans it already had mapped out. He said:
“The temporary shifts we’ve seen towards doing everything online
have allowed us to accelerate our digitally native ambitions,
by bringing forward initiatives that have been in the pipeline for
some time to become core priorities for us, from video support
webinars for our customers to providing virtual, one-to-one
personal shopping services.
“Many retailers have re-evaluated their approach and have really
focused on what the customer wants and needs, and whether they
can deliver that online.”

Online and in-store: an evolving symbiosis
Aled Patchett, Head of Retail and Consumer Goods at Lloyds
Bank, agreed that fundamental changes are already taking place,
especially regarding the relationship between physical stores and
online offerings. He said: “The question many retailers are asking
is what should they provide consumers with in-store when the

online experience provides their product needs? Online they can
order, try products out at home and return them, often for free, if
they want to. It’s already a well-trodden path and supply chains
and logistical processes have enabled this to happen relatively
smoothly. As a result, we’re going to see a significant shift in the
purpose of stores on the high street as they fit into the modern
shopping experience.”
The bricks-and-mortar stores that are thriving will no longer
be places purely where transactions happen, the advantages to
customers of doing that online are just too great. Instead, they will
become destinations that offer more than just products, such as an
engaging brand experience that’s just not possible online.
“We’re all global citizens and we all have a responsibility for our
collective future, to tackle climate change and create ever more
inclusive societies”, Aled said. “For retailers, that means that in the
years ahead they are going to find themselves under mounting
pressure – from consumers as well as financial backers – to
demonstrate that they are taking a responsible approach to the
environment as well as on social issues. There’s an appetite for
transparency over the whole process, from raw materials to final
product, and the in-store experience is going to be the perfect
place to showcase that.
“Whether it’s storytelling around the brand’s environmental and
social value credentials, the sustainability of their products, or
networking and influencer presence, the physical store presents
a significant opportunity to focus on positive interactions with
customers, rather than just product transactions.”
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Digital
customer
experience
in the
spotlight

Adam Hadley, CEO of London-based data
science consultancy QuantSpark, pointed
out that the surge in online volumes
resulting from the pandemic has caught
some retailers on the back foot.
He said: “As the contact centre has become
the sole source of human-to-human
contact in many cases, retailers have been
struggling to cope with the rise in demand.
There’s a real risk of a loss of quality in
these interactions, with the threat of
negative impact on brand reputation.

“But the flip-side of that challenge is an
opportunity for retail contact centre
agents – if they are empowered and
supported to do their job well – to finesse
relationships with customers and also to
build an understanding of their behaviour
in a way that is more difficult in a
bricks-and-mortar environment.”

“

“Many retailers have re-evaluated
their approach and have really
focused on what the customer
wants and needs, and whether they
can deliver that online.”
Alex Holt
Mamas & Papas

9 | WHAT’S IN STORE FOR RETAIL? - LOOKING AHEAD TO WHAT THE FUTURE HOLDS FOR CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

A time of opportunity
It’s clear that the long-term trend
towards more customer interactions
taking place online rather than
face-to-face has been accelerated.

The growing importance of personalisation was echoed by Aled
Patchett, who suggested that retail brands and financial institutions
could work together collaboratively in the future to share customer
information with their prior consent.

Those changes are expected to be long-lasting. So what
opportunities do these changes present to retailers in terms
of how they deliver customer experience?

“It’s all about bricks and mortar stores
working in step with online shopping
rather than as a separate entity.”

Luke Schönenberger outlined the significant shift that digital
transformation represents for brands. He said: “Retailers now have
to future-proof for an accelerated digital transformation and the
higher expectations that now come from the consumer.
“Personalisation is obviously a hot topic and our aim as a brand is
to fully understand our customer across their entire journey with us,
whether that be a brow wax appointment, a purchase online, or a
visit to a physical store.
“In time, the personalisation piece will transform everything about
online customer interactions. For instance, homepages, offers,
and site content that is tailored to them based on their behaviour,
previous purchases and known interests. I think it won’t be long
before generic site-wide merchandising as a one size fits all solution
will be a thing of the past.”

Aled Patchett
Lloyds Bank

He said: “When a consumer makes a transaction with a retailer
in-store and is not on their respective brand loyalty programme or
membership scheme, the business receives limited information
they can use to personalise the experiences those customers have.
Potential to improve this may lie in partnerships between banking
partners and retailers, where shoppers could provide data on their
buying habits with their permission and control.”
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As retailers look to provide a customer
experience that is more targeted and
engaging, they are deploying technology
in innovative new ways to align customer
service with the brand and make the buyer
journey more engaging.
For example, Mamas & Papas has tapped
into the growth of online group interactions
as part of its campaign ‘Never Underestimate
the Power of Community’. Alex Holt
explained: “It has always been our goal to
provide parents-to-be with reassurance,
support and advice that covers much more
than just the product that we sell, and for
a long time we’ve used in-store events to
deliver this.

Innovative
tech
deployment

“Post-COVID, we’ve looked to replicate
this with online webinars. These include
product demonstrations, but also things like
breast-feeding, first-aid and weaning advice.
We trialled these with small numbers at the
start of lockdown, but we’ve found levels of
demand are huge – significantly more than
for the in-store events.”
Luke Schönenberger highlighted how
Benefit is using technology to make its
online product information more engaging
and informative. He said: “We have an
augmented reality tool that allows customers
to ‘try on’ or test different brow styles,
shapes, and colours to help them make
informed decisions about what products
are best to get their desired brow. I think
these types of tools still have room for
improvement, but I can see them being used
far more in the future to help online guided
selling, where it cannot be done by a person
face-to-face.”

Mamas & Papas are also investing in
technology to make the digital experience
more engaging and informative for
customers. Alex Holt said: “We are currently
exploring the full potential of online retail.
The past few months have been about asking
how we replicate the in-store experience
online, but the longer-term question is how
do we go further than that. For example,
we’re looking at an augmented reality
platform that will allow customers to see
how our furniture pieces would fit and look
in their own home – something that simply
viewing the piece in store doesn’t deliver.”
Aled Patchett also addressed the challenge
of maintaining an excellent customer
journey for those consumers accustomed
to the personal touch associated with
physical retail. He said: “Often, it’s the ‘last
mile’ delivery process that makes home
delivery frustrating for buyers and uneconomical for retailers, not to mention the
environmental impacts. If you can get people
to a destination store, the process becomes
more efficient.
“We’re seeing several leading brands with
large physical networks begin to get smarter
about how they can bridge that gap. Allowing
customers to try on click-and-collect fashion
orders, for example, or even allowing
affiliated brands to use stores as pick-up
points to drive more people in-store who
then browse and make impulse purchases.
It’s all about bricks and mortar stores
working in step with online shopping rather
than as a separate entity.”
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Transforming customer
experience models
Consumer expectations, preferences and habits continue to evolve, and
customer experience models will have to adapt to keep pace.
Adam Hadley said: “Today, any brand’s customer experience
process should play a dual role. First, it needs to gather relevant
information about the customer so that the retailer can build
something closer to a 360-degree view of those who are buying
their products or using their services. Then it must make the right
inferences based on that data and act on it in a way that delivers for
the individual customer in terms of greater satisfaction.”
Aled Patchett explained that a shift towards a more proactive
approach will be key. He said: “Retailers can make the promotions
they present to customers much more targeted using the data
available through online platforms. The result is that the customer
experience becomes a marketing tool as opposed to a traditional
contact centre that we’ve known for many years.
“I think automation and AI will be indispensable in helping brands
to understand growing volumes of customer data. That’s not to
say that the traditional contact centre will disappear. It will still be
essential for those with complex problems, but it will only be one
part of a much broader customer experience.”
Benefit’s customer contact operation provides an excellent
illustration of this move towards a more proactive approach.
Luke Schönenberger said: “From my experience with our customer
care team in house, the types of interactions with consumers are
changing and evolving. Our team will change from a traditional
model of reactive or post-purchase support,
to pre- and during purchase proactive support.

“We’re also re-evaluating the working hours. For instance, live
chat is much busier when the working day is over and people
have finished work and the expectations of brands responding in
evenings and weekends could increase.
“Another key priority is looking into how we can provide proactive
contact and support during the sales process. For instance, when
someone is idle for too long at checkout, a chat window pops up
to ask if they need help with anything. And then with the sales
process, being able to speak with a trained product advisor to
help drive the consumer down the conversion funnel before
they abandon.”
Video calls are another area that is likely to see growth, according
to Adam Hadley. He said: “In a very short space of time, huge
numbers of people have now grown accustomed to video calling
and there’s an opportunity for brands looking for that extra
personal connection to deploy it in contact centres.
“It’s still a rarity, but we can expect it to grow in popularity in the
years ahead, particularly for retailers for which brand experience
and excellent customer service is a core part of their proposition.”
Alongside the expectations for digital services and hyperpersonalised offers, consumers are increasingly looking for brands
that align with their personal values, particularly when it comes
to sustainability and social responsibility. Subscription-type
models that reduce the use of new resources and drive down the
associated emissions are growing in popularity as a result.

“

Another key priority is looking
into how we can provide
proactive contact and support
during the sales process.”
Luke Schönenberger
Benefit Cosmetics UK & Ireland
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Aled Patchett highlighted that this trend has the potential to cause
significant disruption to the traditional customer journey. He
said: “As brands work towards the ideal of circular economy, that
could see fundamental changes in the way customers and retailers
interact. For example, we’ve seen some retailers launching
schemes where they will buy back and re-sell used items.
“That could shift to a much broader ‘renting’ model as opposed
to ‘consume and own’. Similar offers already exist for high-value
items like cars, art and Swiss watches, but it’s easy to see the price
point for this model coming down much further in future.”
According to Alex Holt, Mamas & Papas is currently exploring
how it might introduce the circular economy. He said: “For many
consumers, young and old, ‘second-hand’ has become a badge of
honour. People feel like it’s a victory to find a quality product at a
great price and with less environmental impact.”

More sophisticated, more complex
With the increased complexity in brand-customer interaction
will come a significant increase in operational intricacy, as Luke
Schönenberger explained: “The contact centre will be a far more
complex hub than ever before. Having to deal with a wider range
of responsibilities, adopt different technologies that brands
are using, social media integration, analytics, workflows, bots,
feedback tools, proactive outreach and conversion optimisation,
commercially-led KPIs, integrations with other CRM tools so that
data can be ported back to the brand’s internal centralised systems
and so on. That process will be indispensable to retailers wishing
to build a true 360-degree view of the customer and deliver a more
personalised experience.

“Contact centres will have to be agile and set up to deal with
the ever-evolving landscape of different technologies and
requirements from their brands. They will probably also be a key
source of data for any integrated business, whereas perhaps now
and in the past, this has not been such a focus for retailers from an
aftercare perspective. Understanding how the customer engages
with us, their sentiments, their data and how the engagement then
affects their future behaviour will all be hugely important.
“At a practical level, a critical step is getting useful information to
agents’ fingertips in real time and providing them with ‘next best
actions’ guidance so they’re properly equipped to offer the most
relevant support.”
Alex Holt summed up why investment in every stage of the
customer experience is vital. He said: “Brands and retailers are
sometimes guilty of investing too much in the front end and
neglecting the end-to-end piece. Arguably, it’s actually the final
touch point a customer experiences that we should be focused
on, because it’s the most memorable one. If you get it right, brand
advocacy will advance organically.”
This point is borne out in research. For example, according to
Forbes, 87% of customers who say they had a great experience will
make another purchase from the company, compared with just
18% of those who say they had a poor experience.ix

Luke Schönenberger, Benefit Cosmetics

Adam Hadley, QuantSpark

Alex Holt, Mamas & Papas

“Understanding how customers
engage with us, their sentiments,
their data and how the engagement
affects their future behaviour will be
hugely important.”

“Huge numbers of people have
now grown accustomed to video
calling and there’s an opportunity
for brands looking for that extra
personal connection to deploy it
in contact centres.”

“It’s the final touch point a customer
experiences that we should focus on.
It’s the most memorable one and if
you get it right, brand advocacy will
advance organically.”
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Keeping the customer
front and centre
David Morton,
Sales and Solutions
Director, Arvato CRM
Solutions UK

We’re living through a time of ongoing economic uncertainty,
changing consumer habits and operational disruption. As a
result of the turmoil, some brands are racing to catch up
with the sheer speed of change while others are looking to
capitalise on their new-found success.
There is no question, though, that how
effectively any given retailer manages its
digital transformation in the months and years
ahead will have a significant bearing on its
competitiveness or even viability going forward.
We have heard how brands are finding exciting
new and immersive ways to bring products and
services to life for online customers through
interactive technology, bringing the digital
experience closer to what can be achieved
face-to-face. Approaches based on video calls
and webinars, enhanced product information
and augmented reality are letting customers
get closer than ever before to being able to see,
experience and visualise products virtually.
At the same time, the retailers that are thriving are
those that are harnessing customer knowledge
more effectively in order to build a clearer
360-degree picture of consumers’ tastes and
behaviours and using that insight to tailor their
services and products accordingly and provide a
hyper-personalised customer experience.

To make all this possible, we’re already seeing
a shift towards heavily tech-augmented
customer interaction based on cutting-edge
data analysis that is driving ever more efficient,
joined-up and proactive service. As customer
expectations around personalisation and
seamless cross-channel interactions grow,
this trend is set to continue.
It is clear that the personal touch will always
be vital in winning the trust and loyalty of
customers. But, for the smartest retailers, this
personalisation will be delivered with automated
efficiency and at scale.
I’d like to take this opportunity to thank our
contributors for their insight and expertise, and
for contributing to what is a fascinating snapshot
of an industry in rapid flux.
It’s going to be an interesting space to watch as
retailers continue to navigate these uncertain
times and make significant steps forward.

“

The retailers that are thriving are those that
are harnessing customer knowledge more
effectively in order to build a clearer 360-degree
picture of consumers’ tastes and behaviours.”
David Morton
Arvato CRM Solutions UK
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Before the pandemic, providing a
premium customer experience
became the key differentiator for
retailers in building loyalty,
increasing retention and driving
repeat purchases. Now, brands are
having to transform their models to
meet a new age of consumer demand.
With 15 years’ experience in supporting leading
global retail brands, we have the technology,
people and expertise to support you on your
journey of enhancing customer experience,
into the future.

www.arvato.co.uk/arvatotalks
David Morton
Sales & Solutions Director,
Arvato CRM Solutions UK
+44 (0)7795637388
CRMSE@arvato.co.uk
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