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Executive Summary

Retail today, is in the outburst of several market evolutions. Technology has reshaped the retail industry, irrevocably 
changing where and how retailers sell their products and services to customers. Online retailing has created a whole new 
class of competitors across all industry segments, pushing brick-and-mortar retailers into digital channels, sometimes 
haphazardly and often without adoption of the right tools. The rapid rise of the always-connected personal devices has 
also placed unprecedented levels of price and product information at the shoppers’ fingertips.
 
In addition, the retail industry is being transformed by mass production, global supply chains, and mass-market retailers that 
now offer products previously confined to mid- and upper-tier brands. This is causing retailers to differentiate themselves 
on the services they offer rather than the products they sell. A significant demographic shift is also quietly modifying the 
consumer segments to which retailers offer their wares. With the aging of baby boomers comes an increased demand 
for services. And as a majority of the millennials and Gen Z consumers enter into their primary household formation and 
employment years, retailers must adjust to meet the needs of a culturally diverse and technology-dependent market. 
The impact of these major transitions is being felt by retailers in the form of new shopper behaviors and expectations of a 
single, integrated, and seamless shopping experience, no matter which device or “channel” consumers use. 

This new paradigm is often referred to as “omni-channel retailing” – where shoppers increasingly buy virtually anything, 
anywhere, anytime, using any connected device. Customers are constantly on the lookout for a “seamless” omni-channel 
shopping experience to: 
• Buy online and pick it up in the store.
• Try it on in the store and get it delivered at home if the color they want is out of stock in the local store.
• Place an order on a mobile device and be assured that the item is not only available, but also be able to choose 
how much to pay for shipping and know exactly when it will be delivered.
• Order online, have it delivered at home and return to the store if it doesn’t fit.

Most retailers find their operational models challenged as a result. Channel-specific operations were developed to follow 
the “store” model. This tried-and-true model assumes that consumers investigate, select, pay for, and take possession of 
their purchases in one physical place: the store. For retailers who ventured into multi-channel operations such as catalog 
and the web, the non-store channels usually replicated what retailers did in store operations, that is, that everything from 
the supply chain through the point-of-sale was aligned to the channel. Omni-channel shopping breaks the traditional 
operational model. Now, consumers routinely investigate and select products in non-store channels, even when they 
complete those purchases in the store. Consumers don’t care about channels, but they do care about finding solutions to 
their lifestyle needs, and a retailer either satisfies a need or it doesn’t. This is the omni-channel fulfilment challenge. 

The challenge is to be able to satisfy and ship orders from any source from the closest point from where the consumer is 
buying it to minimize transportation costs. Retailers need to have as few steps as possible between the time a customer 
places an order to the time they receive their order to ensure timely delivery and happy customers. In order for retailers to 
successfully address the challenge, they must be able to see the customer’s experience across the entire retail enterprise.
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The Omni-channel Revolution

An omni-channel retail strategy improves the customer experience and provides more channels for customer purchase – 
whether it is on mobile, web, or in stores. The availability of multiple purchasing channels leads to an increase in sales and 
traffic. In fact, omni-channel customers spend 15 to 30% more than single or multi-channel customers. A study (1) found 
that 75% of consumers are more likely to visit a store if they come across local retail information on the web. By leveraging 
multiple channels, omni-channel retail not only increases revenue from online retail, but also drives significant traffic to 
stores, further increasing revenue through cross-selling or up-selling. 

Additionally, omni-channel retail allows consumers to start and complete purchases on different channels. A customer can 
now see that an item is available in store, and reserve it online to pick it up from the nearest store location. This constant 
information creates a better retail journey for customers, because retailers can build a relationship with their customer-
base and are able to engage with them on a personal, immediate level through a variety of purchasing channels.

Becoming a successful omni-channel retailer requires retailers to build multiple touchpoints, standardize their customer 
experience, integrate their online store presence with their physical one, and create a better retail experience for each 
customer –– all in one place. This is challenging to do, especially in an age where all this information lies in data silos. For 
example, a retailer may have an in-premise legacy system that needs to be integrated to a mobile application, as well as a 
CRM system, a social media platform management system, and so on. As a result, retailers are forced to combine various 
applications, systems, and processes. And as newer systems emerge, this integration challenge becomes more daunting.

This challenge might lend itself to an Application Programming Interface (API) connectivity, where the application logic 
is broken down into individual services, to be reused later across multiple channels with the help of modern API. This 
approach to integration unifies connectivity and order orchestration services through reusable building blocks, and is 
heavyweight and has future-proof capabilities, which makes it an optimal solution for creating a successful omni-channel 
retail strategy.

Through API-led connectivity, retailers can standardize their digital retail experience and link their online and physical 
presences through plug-and-play functionality by connecting various systems and applications including websites, mobile 
applications, and ERPs easily. This allows retailers to bring online multiple experiences and applications in an agile, 
sustainable, reusable, and future-proof fashion. Several businesses are already using API-led connectivity to further their 
omni-channel retail strategies. An example of this would be one of our customers in the Asia Pacific who has a business 
model of bricks-and-mortar stores. Due to technological innovations, the complex topography of the region and changing 
consumer habits, however, this retailer needed to rethink their business model and incorporate elements of omni-channel 
retail. 

Our customer realized that their revenue growth potential is limited by the number of brick-and-mortar stores they have, 
so they decided to adopt ETP’s Omni-channel Retail Solution, ETP Connect V5.5 to integrate their physical and digital 
touchpoints. This allowed them to make 5% of their stores into distribution nodes in a “ship from store” model. This has 
helped them to meet unpredictable demand across the various touchpoints by leveraging their full inventory, no matter 
where it sits. Thus, our customer has been able to employ an effective omni-channel fulfilment strategy.
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Understanding and targeting the digital consumer

The way customers shop has evolved and we are all now at different stages of transporting ourselves to a digital world. The 
gap between the physical and the digital worlds is becoming increasingly dim and narrower. People are now connected ON-
THE-GO i.e., they are connected near real time and practically 24x7x365. Young consumers, aged 18 to 34, use all messaging 
channels, with text messaging being the most popular. More mature consumers, 50 and older, like e-mail messages more 
than talking to a physical person. 

This allows companies to potentially target their consumers on an anytime, all the time basis. Hence, it is important for 
them to identify when and how these consumers are okay with being targeted by marketers. A staggering 52% say they 
expect brands to know the right time to communicate with them as they are more likely to pay attention to communication 
from companies then.

Consumers, for their part, are aware that companies benefit from their data but they are willing to part with it only as long 
as they are benefitted in return. Among those aged 35 and below, 61% of consumers are willing to part with their data 
for either currency (cash, redeemable loyalty points, vouchers and so on) or discounts/freebies. This percentage drops 
to below 50 for those aged 50 and over. However, this trend is only going to increase with the digitally first generation 
transitioning into paying shoppers. 

Over 49% of consumers today use their smartphones while in-store for comparing prices of products, 66% use them for 
researching products and more than 35% of consumers use them to check reviews from their peers and other users. 
Reaching that multiplatform majority requires both a new approach to messaging across touchpoints and a measurement 
strategy that can brandish these new, always-ON consumers. Hence it is imperative for brands to understand the complex 
buying behavior across multiple channels and respond with relevant, personalized campaigns.

5 Key Needs of the Always-ON Customer

1. Recognition: Individuals today want to be recognized. At every touchpoint, retailers must demonstrate that they 
know who they are as well as what they want.
2. Respect: Personalized content, messaging and offers are a must to prove that brands know and understand their 
customers’ preferences. 
3. Reverberation: Opinions matter and the always-ON consumers expect that the retailers must value their honest 
opinions and provide the right tools to share their thoughts when and where they want.  
4. Relaxation: The always-ON consumer desires to have a seamless cross-channel unified brand experience making 
it easy for them while shopping. Retailers need to empower them to interact with the brands and transact through the 
channel(s) of their choice. 
5. Realization: The always-ON consumer demands convenience. Retailers must anticipate their needs and be helpful 
and informative along every step of the way and be able to move mountains without being noticed.
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5 roadblocks to Omni-channel Order Fulfilment

Omni-channel order fulfilment offers retailers a number of benefits but does not come without challenges:

1. The challenge of globalization

For companies operating globally, the difficulty of order fulfilment becomes even more complex. At the front end, they need 
to decide whether or not to have the same brand representation and offerings for all countries and regions they operate in. 
They then have to handle the conundrum of country-specific content on digital channels with respect to language, pricing, 
taxes, product imagery and so on. 
In order to remedy this challenge, companies need to ‘think global, act local’. With a deep understanding of local customs 
and preferences, companies are able to fulfil the local expectations as well as innovate at a global level. For example, in the 
UK, the preferred option is to ‘click and collect’; in India ‘pay upon delivery’ is the preferred option; and Australians tend to 
have a penchant for purpose-built parcel lockers.
Additionally, a reusable digital content management service that manages the creation, measures the success, monitors 
and feeds successful content to the right regions and channels at the right time enables economies of scale, savings in 
content creation and consistent consumer brand experience.

2. Keeping up with the technological change

There are a lot of new technologies in the order fulfilment space but a lot of companies are still in the ‘test and learn’ phase, 
betting on new technologies and architectures so they can be first out the door, even without fully understanding their own 
and their customer’s requirements.
To avoid pitfalls, a good starting point is a thorough assessment of both the process and technology landscape, analyzing 
end-to-end fulfilment capabilities and the underlying systems that support them. By doing this, companies are able to 
understand if they have the needed physical, functional, integrative and interfacing capabilities to handle the channel, 
partner and consumer service level segmentation at the SKU (stock keeping unit) level and other related omni-channel 
fulfilment requirements. By doing this, companies can then align with advanced control systems and technologies. 

3. The order management challenge

Imposing omni-channel orders on top of single channel order management systems and maintaining seamless fulfilment 
is another significant challenge. On the demand side, omni-channel orders are less predictable and require consolidated 
order views across all channels and brands. Add to the other factors like channel, brand priorities, segmentation, order 
split and backorder policies and you end up with a complex order management environment.
To handle this kind of complexity, retailers should opt for an integrated order management system for end-to-end order 
capture to settle in the revenue cycle, avoid short-sighted innovations and inadequate single channel focused process 
improvements. Also, they should formulate rigorous controls governing order allocation, reservation policies, real-time 
product availability and order processing visibility to ensure a streamlined and efficient order management system. 

4. Lack of Inventory Visibility

Knowing the status of inventory, whether it is at a distribution center or retail location, is crucial to Omni channel Fulfilment. 
The last thing a retailer wants is to promise next-day delivery to its customers and not be able to follow through. This can be 
challenging for a retailer, especially during the holiday shopping season. The key to addressing this challenge is to develop 
an efficient order fulfillment process through the use of a fine-tuned Warehouse Management System (WMS) technology. 
The companies that do omni-channel the right way– use inventory visibility as an accurate forecaster of future demand 
– and plan their supply chain activities accordingly. In fact, the retailers that really do omni-channel well are able to sell 
orders online without ever taking physical possession of the product. E-commerce and order management systems are 
synced up in such a way that the online shopping cart order triggers a PO with the vendor directly, and fulfillment is carried 
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out by outsourced or in-house parties within the retailers supply chain.

5. Ease of Return

As much as a consumer wants a product seamlessly delivered to their doorstep, the ease of returning that same product 
should they choose to do so is absolutely vital. If a customer feels they can’t return a product they purchased online by 
simply visiting the closest retail store or dropping it back into the mail, then the chances of that customer coming back for 
more are slim to none. Implementing sound reverse logistics infrastructure is imperative to good customer service within 
Omni channel logistics.

Omni-channel logistics is all about providing consumers with the most seamless shopping experience. But this only 
achieved when a retailer can leverage their e-commerce capabilities with the realities of running a brick and mortar store 
and distribution center network. Luckily, the many challenges listed above can be effectively addressed by a 3PL with a 
diverse set of WMS capabilities and integration strategies.

The Building Blocks for achieving successful omni-channel fulfilment

The omni-channel consumer expects consistent brand experience across channels and easy access to information at 
any given point of time. Technologies such as retail store analytics, beacons, and store fulfilment programs are rapidly 
transforming how retail stores operate and engage with customers. Therefore, retailers’ ability to leverage advanced 
technology is central to creating a compelling experience and delighting its shoppers.

It is imperative that retailers are equipped in numerous ways to connect with shoppers in real time. The following digital 
strategies are must-haves for the retailers who are looking to set the ball rolling for Omni-Channel retailing and staying 
ahead of the curve.

1. Seamless, consistent, and personalized experience across channels

Leveraging customer analytics, location-based marketing and deploying omni-channel loyalty is the key to offer 
personalized, relevant, timely messaging, and consistent in-store and online experiences to entice customers and ensure 
stickiness. This requires integration of various data streams such as transaction history, website interactions, social 
conversations, and others, to enable data analysis and insight generation into customer behaviour. Combining location 
with customer-buying behaviour and profile, social interaction, and shopping habits can go a long way in enabling retailers 
to offer relevant and focused deals, and enhance engagement across touch points and boost the brand image. The key 
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lies in ensuring non-intrusive, intuitive, personalized, and engaging deals offered in real time across customers’ preferred 
channels.

2. Single view of the customer across channels

Putting the customer at the heart of the business is crucial for retailers to offer seamless, personalized, and consistent 
experience across channels. To provide Omni-Channel experience, brands need to have a 360 degree view of their shoppers’ 
attributes, wants, and desires, across multiple channels. A holistic visibility into preferences, purchase history, shopping 
habits, and demographics can empower retailers to design and create consistent and unique retail experience for their 
consumers.

3. Inventory visibility across channels

Integrated inventory visibility is another critical factor in providing Omni-Channel experience. Cross-channel supply chain 
optimization reduces the possibility of out-of-stock situations. To adapt to the evolving market dynamics, retailers need 
to respond to the customer demands and standardize their inventory across channels. This can be done by deploying 
technology solutions that can provide comprehensive visibility into the inventory, allocate and replenish forecast inventory 
and plan order, and ensure fulfilment effectively across channels.

4. Optimized cross-channel order management

In-store pickup of online purchases is increasingly becoming popular amongst shoppers. This gives them the convenience 
of shopping online without having to pay high shipping cost or waiting for the product to be delivered. In fact, buy online 
and pick up in-store. Buy Online Pick-up in-Store (BOPS) is one such strategy which is a win-win for both consumers and 
retailers alike. Shoppers have the convenience to pick up their purchase from a store of their choice as per their schedule, 
whereas for brick-and-mortar retailers, this strategy provides a significant competitive edge over pure-play online retailers.

5. Seamless order fulfilment

Earlier, supply chain was considered to be a cost centre built only to deliver goods to stores. However, in an Omni-Channel 
marketplace, the supply chain has taken a centre stage and is one of the key factors that contribute to the shoppers’ 
experience. According to a Forrester report, 71% of Omni-Channel customers expect to view in-store inventory online, while 
50% of them wish to BOPS. If the order fulfilment across any channel goes wrong, it can lead to consumer dissatisfaction 
and attrition. It is therefore critical to ensure seamless order fulfilment across channels. Retailers need to have complete 
visibility into order management to ensure on-time store pickup and deliveries. Comprehensive visibility can also help 
retailers optimize route planning for home deliveries and 3rd-party delivery locations.
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Conclusion

While most retailers now have an omni-channel offering, many are finding it difficult to create a flawless experience for 
their customers.

Consumers have heightened expectations, and, despite massive investments in people, processes and technology, retailers 
are struggling to meet their customers’ omni-channel expectations.

Customers are prescribing how and when they want to receive goods ordered online. Omni-channel fulfilment options 
require complex scheduling of store teams and training staff in new skill sets. The expense of omni-channel fulfilment also 
needs to be justified as an enhancement of the customer experience.

Buy online, pick up in store (BOPIS) options help shoppers get their products quickly and on their schedule, while eliminating 
shipping expenses and driving in-store sales. A BOPIS strategy can, however, be challenging to implement and maintain in 
order to ensure that it does not interfere with the in-store customer shopping experience, while ensuring that orders are 
ready for pickup when required.

With regard to shipping online orders from stores, these activities should be scheduled for the middle of the day, when 
there’s a little more downtime, and only from well-staffed stores. Technology should be used to set rules to limit the 
number of ship-from-store orders handled per day.

In an omni-channel environment, distribution centres and store operations have to be aligned, to ensure a great customer 
experience. Inventory accuracy is another important aspect in multichannel fulfilment, and can affect more than just store 
replenishment and BOPIS, but also the experience of the customer who is checking online before deciding to come to the 
store to make a purchase. Inventory management systems that allow retailers to set in-store safety stocks should be used, 
to ensure that they do not over-commit to shipping orders from stores.

Some of the particular challenges of omni-channel order fulfilment include internal expectations of the benefits, the 
requirements of a seamless real-time inventory picture across all channels that is consistently available to all stakeholders, 
the increased complexity in operational execution as distribution points continue to expand, and the necessity of a strong, 
cost-conscious reverse logistics system. Solutions to these challenges include increased use of intelligent inventory 
management systems handling disparate inventory across channels. When a customer chooses to pick up an online order 
in the store, the message has to reach the store staff quickly, so they know an order has been placed. Not only do retailers 
have to make sure that in-store assistants pick that order very quickly, confirmation that the order is ready for pickup 
should be sent to the customer pronto via text or email.

The omni-channel customer experience is now a brand differentiator and technology investment is critical to enabling an 
exemplary omni-channel customer experience.
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