Five key takeaways from
National Retail Federation’s (NRF)
2018 Retail’s Big Show & EXPO

It’s all over for another year. The National Retail
Federation’s (NRF) 2018 Big Show & EXPO has
concluded and over 35,000 attendees have left the
Javits Center in NYC, their heads spinning from the
aisles of innovative technology and hours of strategy
discussed at the conference.
As one of the biggest global showcases of retail
technology, what have we learnt from this year’s
event that we can take into 2018’s retail planning
and beyond?
The usual suspects were aligned on both the
exhibition floor and in the conference sessions – and
you couldn’t go anywhere without hearing the cries of
‘artificial intelligence’ and ‘customer experience’.
But the main theme from this year’s show is that retail
is undergoing a huge transformation and consumers
are not willing to wait around for retailers to keep up
with the rapid change in their shopping habits.

Here, we share
five key takeaways
from NRF18.

1. Staying relevant
Levi’s brand president James JC Curleigh pointed to Bob
Dylan’s song ‘Times They Are A-Changing’ in his opening
keynote at NRF18, particularly the line: ‘then you better
start swimming or you’ll sink like a stone’.
Meanwhile, in the closing keynote, Tommy Hilfiger echoed
this sentiment, warning retailers not to fall behind because
“catching up is not an option”.
These two heritage brands have to constantly fight
against new players to stay relevant in an unpredictable
climate, dominated by the Millennials and Generation Zs
who are no longer brand loyal, but are happy to try new
experiences on a whim.
Both Tommy Hilfiger and Levi’s both spoke out at the
conference about how they use technology to stay
relevant. In Tommy Hilfiger’s case this means launching a
shoppable fashion show and app, while partnering with
IBM to use artificial intelligence to create new designs –
including a jacket which changes colour depending on the
mood you project on social media.
“If you’re waiting for consumers to come into your stores,
you may be waiting a very long time,” said the iconic
fashion designer. Hilfiger explained how consumers today
want to be able to buy clothes they see on a fashion
runway immediately from their phones.
For Levi’s staying relevant is about “turning moments into
momentum” and remaining “culturally engaged” with the
consumer, which today is driven by digital.
But Curleigh pointed out consumer-facing technology
needs to be easy to adopt with intelligent systems running
the process out of sight of the consumer. Bringing a
1980s analogy into the 21st century, he said it needs
to look like a mullet haircut: “Simple on the front and
sophisticated in the back”.

2. Truly experience retail
This consumer-facing technology doesn’t have to all be
on mobile. Where better to give customers immediate
gratification than in the retail store itself?
The bricks and mortar store being very much alive and
kicking was a clear trend from both the conference and
expo floor, as well as from visiting physical spaces in and
around NYC.
Levi’s is unveiling a new store in Times Square later this
year and Neiman Marcus will open the doors on one of its
largest department stores in Hudson Yard in early 2019.
But in a world where consumers can easily spend their
hard-earned cash on Amazon with one-click or a shout
to Alexa – and even have products delivered within an
hour – physical retailers have to work harder than ever
to encourage consumers to take time out of their day to
engage with their brand.
One example is Story – a 2,000 ft2 retail space in NYC
which claims to be like a magazine with a constantly
changing curation of product and store layout. As its
founder, Rachel Shechtman, said: “What can retailers
give their customers in a store that they can’t get on
their mobile?”
But while the term ‘customer experience’ has been
discussed at every retail technology conference for
the last few years, this year’s NRF seemed to be less

about a seamless shopping experience and more about
encouraging customers to truly experience retail.
On a Salesforce store tour of NYC, New Balance and
Rituals demonstrated their very different approaches to
this concept. New Balance welcomed customers into its
5th Avenue store which featured a manufacturing zone
where shoppers can watch their customised shoes being
assembled before their very eyes. Unlike the rest of the
sleek store, the customisation area felt like a factory, with
industrial machines and scrap pieces of fabric on the floor.
On the Salesforce stand back at NRF18, delegates could
try on a VR headset and be virtually taken to a New
Balance store, and this technology could be extended to
the New Balance factory where shoes are made, so stores
which aren’t big enough to host a mini manufacturing
plant can still share this experience with customers.
Meanwhile, the Rituals store had a much more calming
presence. The CEO, Raymond Cloosterman, described his
company as a “true experience brand”, where customers
can stop by for a cup of tea or a hand massage. And
Salesforce has worked with Rituals to extend this
experience to a customer’s mobile, not by purely creating
a slick transactional app, but by also including meditation
and yoga demonstrations to encourage customers to live
the brand and return to it every day.

3. The death of the checkout
The industry was fascinated in December 2016 by
Amazon’s Just-Walk-Out technology announcement when
it launched Amazon Go. And walking around the expo
floor at NRF this year, it’s clear a number of vendors have
spent the last 12 months trying to replicate their own
vision of this service.
Cisco mocked up its own retail store to demonstrate
how retailers can remove the check-out. Its ‘Toy Store’
concept allowed customers to pick up, scan, and pay for
a product using an app on their smartphone. While it’s
not quite Amazon’s seamless pick-up-and-go technology,
Cisco also used a mixture of cameras and RFID to prevent
theft, alerting consumers (and staff) if they neared the exit
without scanning an item.
In NRF’s Innovation Lab, Focal Systems was
demonstrating a shopping trolley which monitors
everything placed inside with what it dubbed ‘Just-ThrowIt-In-The-Cart’ technology and SAP Hybris also used a
combination of connected shelves and a scan-and-go
app to show there is no more need to checkout.
Meanwhile, Datalogic showcased a product to improve
self-service checkout, using a mixture of cameras and
sensors to identify products, removing the need to scan
products – and surely any technology which removes the
dreaded ‘unidentified item in the bagging area’ alert will
be a winner in grocery?

4. Conversational commerce

The use of voice to shop was a big trend this year, with
Google Home being the dominant piece of hardware to
convey conversational commerce at the show.

already partnered with Google to introduce voice-based
shopping to consumers, which will only increase as the
sophistication of the technology continues to improve.

Capgemini’s research into the rise of voice assistants,
surveying over 5,000 consumers from the US, UK, France
and Germany, stated 24% of consumers want to use
voice rather than a website or mobile to shop today, and
this rises to 40% in three years’ time.

Capgemini highlighted how the combination of voice
and artificial intelligence can make shopping smarter,
with Google making assumptions based on a customer’s
preferences on Facebook, while using machine learning to
make product suggestions.

This research echoed Google’s keynote at NRF18,
saying voice commerce will revolutionise shopping in a
disruption similar to the impact web and mobile has had
on the store.

Over on SAP’s stand, the Google Home device was
integrated with Samsung’s smart fridge, which could
order ingredients based on meal suggestions, omitting
food it can see is already in the fridge using Samsung’s
internal camera.

As more consumers become familiar with products
such as Google Home, Amazon Alexa and Apple
Siri, the more retailers will begin offering applications
enabling consumers to shop and engage using their
voice as opposed to a swipe of their finger. Capgemini
pointed to over forty large retailers, including Walmart,
Target, Costco, Walgreens, and Home Depot, who have

While Google Home was the technology used by vendors
to demonstrate how voice could be used, the software
could be extended to Alexa and Siri with retailers building
voice applications for these other products in a similar
way they would build an app for Android or Apple.

5. Digital-first culture
But before any of these technologies or digital strategies
can be deployed, a key message from NRF18 was that a
retailer’s leadership team must be fully on board with an
idea, or a project will likely be unsuccsessful.
With so much technology at the show, it’s understandable
not to know where to start. But working agile and ensuring
you “fail fast” is as important as getting the CEO on side.
Brian Kavanagh, insights director at The Hershey
Company said retailers can’t go chasing every shiny
penny and try everything. He suggested retailers set
up an innovation group where one person from every
department meets once a month to discuss the latest
technology and ensure the entire company is on the
same page.
Meanwhile, Tommy Hilfiger’s closing speech at
the conference pointed out that the brand’s digital
transformation needed its leaders at the top to believe
in the creative process, he praised the leadership team
for funding and supporting the Tommy Now fashion
show project.
“It was a risk at the beginning, but if there is no risk,
there is no reward.”

ABOUT ISOBAR
Isobar is a global full-service digital marketing agency,
driven by the purpose to deliver borderless ideas enabled
by technology to transform businesses and brands and
people’s lives. We comprise over 6,000 digital pioneers
in more than 85 locations worldwide. Isobar holds over
19 Agency of the Year titles and won Asia-Pacific Digital
Network of the Year for the fifth time in the past six years.
Key clients include adidas, Coca-Cola, Enterprise Rent-ACar, Google, GM, Huawei, LEGO and P&G. Isobar is part
of the Dentsu Aegis Network, a wholly-owned subsidiary
of Dentsu Inc.

HelloIsobarUK@isobar.com
www.isobar.com

