
Six takeaways from
Retail Week Tech 2018



The Isobar team recently attended Retail 

Week Tech 2018, an event where retailers, 

tech suppliers, start-ups, investors and 

analysts joined forces to work out how they 

will thrive in the digital revolution.

The aim of the conference was to put the 

most disruptive thinkers under the spotlight -

from the companies that are revolutionising 

their industries, to the tech firms creating the 

most innovative products.

Tech should be running 

in the background to 

enable simplicity. It is 

something that you 

shouldn’t notice.



We’re witnessing a polarisation in brand 

experience, with those businesses that 

remove friction – the likes of Amazon and 

ASOS – winning a bigger share of consumers’ 

wallets alongside those brands that offer 

something more immersive. 

Midmarket brands, in contrast, are struggling 

to communicate a relevant proposition to 

customers. Alex Hamilton, Head of Innovation 

at Isobar, said “retailers need to ask 

themselves, why would someone shop with 

us?”

Hamilton relates the challenge to musical 

formats. “Platforms like Spotify and Tidal 

provide users with a frictionless, throwaway 

musical experiences, with vinyl – selling at 

record levels in the UK – offering people with 

musical immersion at the other end of the 

spectrum. CDs – the midmarket – are dying.”

Retailers and brands need to better 

understand where they play in relation to 

these two poles if they’re to communicate a 

compelling proposition to the consumer.

The two poles of 

brand experience



The term “interface” was not part of the retail 

vernacular just a few years ago, but has 

since become commonplace as the digital 

community gets to grips with new means of 

connecting with customers. 

Voice is the interface in the spotlight, with 

Amazon Alexa and Google Assistant leading 

the charge, but a number of new interfaces 

were on display over the two days at Tech.

We’re moving, albeit slowly, to a world of 

zero user interface, in which digital, screen-

dominated technology will be replaced by  

technology that is embedded in every object 

without any visible user interface. 

These new interfaces include gestures, 

haptics, smell and even brain-powered

means of engaging with brands and one 

another. 

The reason for this change is a bandwidth 

problem. Your thumbs can only do so much 

and many of these new interfaces are 

becoming far more intuitive than typing. 

New interfaces

https://www.isobar.com/de/en/work/umood/


Artificial intelligence has dominated much of the recent conversation about retail 

and technology. 

N Brown Chief Information Officer Adam Warne said although the industry was 

preoccupied with AI’s progress, he believed the technology was still in the machine 

learning phase.

“The next 24 months [will not be dominated by] AI yet,” he said. “It will be machine 

learning. When you look at the practicalities [of what the industry is working on] it 

is machine learning not AI.”

He added that even organisations thought of as technically advanced, such as 

Netflix, had not conquered AI. “Netflix has had data scientists since it began but I 

still struggle to find something to watch,” he said.

Interestingly, the narrative among retail commentators has switched to one of 

caution in recent months, as the industry has wrestled with challenges from Fake 

News to algorithm bias.

Automation also brings with it a host of previously unimagined ethical dilemmas, 
how, for example, should we teach the self driving car to behave?

Moreover, as the technology expands, the need for checks and balances increases 
accordingly as regulation struggles to keep abreast of public opinion.

The need for checks and balances



There was a great deal of discussion over the 

two days regarding the necessary skills and 

culture required to deliver true digital 

transformation.

Shop Direct Director of Customer Experience 

and Digital Products Sally-Anne Newson said 

“retail’s biggest challenge is the mindset shift 

we need in our people to embrace 

technology”.

Argos Digital Director Mark Steel echoed that 

sentiment. He said that “our leadership team 

don’t have all the answers, or even many of 

the answers” in terms of digital transformation.

A practical tip being touted around the 

industry, to resolve this lack of understanding, 

is to launch so-called ‘Shadow Boards’. These 

boards exist where a board member teams up 

with a digital savvy youngster to exchange 

insight on business and behavioural change.

What was made crystal clear by many at Tech 

was that if brands don’t listen to the younger 

generation regarding how they use 

technology, they’ll struggle to remain relevant 

in the long-run.

Listen to today’s youth



The rise of direct to consumer

The growth of platforms such as Shopify and Stripe have opened up ecommerce 

to direct-to-consumer businesses, while access to global suppliers has also 

improved with the proliferation of online shopping. 

Shoppers are now more willing to try new, smaller brands that are often seen as 

more “thoughtful” than established retailers.

Mattress brand Casper and eyewear retailer Cubitts are two examples of 

businesses realising the potential of value specialism, with both focusing on sales 

of just a handful of products. 

Both brands are capitalising on the trend of consumers buying fewer, better things, 

where people want a more direct relationship with the designer of said things.

Combined with the rise of marketplace platforms, this movement poses a real 

threat to retailers who – in some instances – have sacrificed authenticity for scale.

Retail giant John Lewis is one brand that is looking to recapture there authentic 

touch through its recent rebrand, which emphasises how “partnership” is the core 

of its business.

In future, retailers will need to focus on providing consumers with experiences that 

tap into a sense of community, responsibility or respect for craft, if they’re to 

remain relevant in the long-run. How this is done, at scale, is going to be the real 

challenge.



This year’s 24 hour Tech Hackathon looked 

to tackle the pertinent topic of sustainability.

The teams battled it out to find creative, 

sustainable tech solutions to anything from 

helping consumers make more 

environmentally conscious decisions, 

through to increasing visibility across the 

supply chain, or reducing waste across the 

business. 

For years the term ‘sustainability’ has been 

bandied about the retail sector with the same 

candid rhetoric as phrases such as 

consumer centric, omnichannel and mobile 

first, with few brands giving the topic the 

focus it deserves.

With consumer attitudes around 

environmental concerns hardening, however, 

brands and retailers are taking action and 

starting to place sustainability higher up their 

business agenda.

IT consultancy BJSS beat off competition 

from retail marketing agency Barrows and 

digital agency Isobar in a three-way final.

BJSS’ winning entry featured a chatbot that 

talks consumers through the environmental 

credentials of products during the checkout 

process, and nudges them towards 

potentially more eco-friendly options.

Whilst Isobar built a reusable shopping bag 

platform called “Isobag”, a mobile application 

that points customers to local recycling 

points so they can dispose of their bags in a 

sustainable manner. 

The platform also has a community element 

with content on how customers can learn 

about the impact plastic bags are having on 

the environment, discover new ways to help 

save the environment and donate to charities 

supporting sustainability causes. 

Hacking for a sustainable future

https://tech.retail-week.com/tech-sprint
https://www.thedrum.com/opinion/2018/06/08/fashmash-pioneers-sustainability-applied-fast-fashion
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Isobar is a global digital agency of 6,500 people across 
45 markets, united by our mission to transform 
businesses, brands and people’s lives with the creative 
use of digital. Informed by our consultancy practice, we 
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business challenges through our marketing, ecosystems 
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2017 including Asia-Pacific Digital Network of the Year. 
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