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3. Re-imagining the 
website experience

Data, personalisation and transformation:                                                                            
Three big topics from NRF’s Big Show 2020

The start of a new year brings thousands of retailers to New York City to attend the  
National Retail Federation’s Big Show. A record 40,000 attendees made their way to the 
Javits Conference Center, sitting on the edge of the Hudson River in Manhattan.

Inside the venue, the coolest technologies lined the expo floor and the hottest trends    
were discussed on the keynote stages. 

While NRF 2020 kicked off a new decade, the trends from the conference and exhibition 
floor demonstrate one thing will remain the same – retailers need to provide compelling 
customer experience in order to compete in a digitally-focused world.

However, in order to innovate and become truly consumer centric, there are still many 
challenges retailers have to overcome – data, personalisation and transformation.

NRF 2020 
Recap 
Report: 
Introduction
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The Importance
of Data
It was rare for a session to pass by without the word 
‘data’ being used, or an exhibition booth not to share 
with delegates how critical it is for success. When it 
comes to modern retailing, data is the currency, but 
the big challenge for many of the retailers attending 
NRF 2020 is that disparate data systems make it 
incredibly difficult for retailers to assess who exactly 
their customers are.

Emphasising the data dilemma, Microsoft’s CEO 
Satya Nadella, opened NRF’s keynote sessions and 
said: “You need to be able to take that data asset – 
not just those silos – everything you see and serve 
those customers.”

Jennifer Horner, Associate Director, Retail and 
Consumer Goods at DEG, an Isobar Company, said 
most brands don’t actually know their customers as 
well as they think they do. While marketers believe 
they understand their customers, 64% of shoppers 
state that they feel retailers don’t really know them. 

Horner outlined how DEG, an Isobar Company, has 
been working with GameStop to leverage technology 
from the Salesforce stack to meet customers “in the 
moment” by driving more targeted campaigns. 

With 3,797 stores across the US and 55 million 
customers, this was no mean feat, but the retailer 
was able to centralise all of its customer data using 
Marketing Cloud, which was then immediately 
available to be visualised and analysed in Datorama. 
This information was fed back to the marketing 
team to support retail initiatives, such as building a 
dynamic campaign around a new game launch and 
personalising communication based on the customer’s 
preferred console.

Photography: Isobar

Meanwhile, Under Armour’s Executive Chairman, 
Kevin Plank, described how the company is so 
focused on data that it acquired a number of fitness 
apps, which sees hundreds of millions of users who 
willingly provide details on their eating and exercise 
habits.

“Data is at the centre of what we do to understand 
customers and where they are going,” Plank said. 

In order to truly take advantage of any of the 
technologies on offer from the 800 exhibitors at NRF, 
retailers need to have accurate data to understand 
customer behaviour and whether a new technology 
will be worth the investment. Data is key to the 
majority of the technologies that could transform a 
retailer’s business, from AI-powered personalisation 
to inventory management – if retailers don’t have a 
grip on their data, they won’t be able to truly transform 
their businesses.

This is also the belief of the co-president and CEO 
of Nordstrom, Erik Nordstrom, who described how 
everything the retailer does starts with a customer-
centric culture. “It is about the data,” he explained, 
pointing to many initiatives Nordstrom is carrying out 
to learn as much about its customer as it can from 
loyalty programmes to test and learn activities at 
its Local stores. All of these capabilities tie together 
online and offline retailing. 

“We need to set up our company and information so 
we’re capturing customer sentiment and customer 
activities, so we can really objectively look at what 
works and what doesn’t work.”



4

In order to provide amazing customer experience, 
retailers clearly need to have their customer data to 
hand, but what really matters is what you do with   
that data. 

Personalising the shopper experience allows retailers 
to get super close to their customers and this was 
clearly a trend during NRF 2020. 

Microsoft’s Satya Nadella highlighted this when he 
told delegates that personalisation is shaping the 
future of retail. He said almost a third of ecommerce 
sales are happening because of recommendations 
and most consumers now expect a personalised 
communication. 

According to Salesforce’s 2019 All Wrapped Up 
Holiday Shopper Report, the industry saw an 8% 
increase in digital spend over the recent peak 
shopping period, with $723bn in digital revenue 
worldwide. Meanwhile, 10% of digital orders and 
5% of digital revenue came from AI-powered 
recommendations. 

This is echoed by DEG’s Horner in another 
report published by Salesforce just before the 
holiday season: “Customers are expecting more   
personalised offers from brands in exchange for 
providing their personal information,” she said. 
“Brands need to use this to their advantage. 
Personalising offers based on recent behaviour, past 
holiday season behaviour, and current behaviour, 
such as online browsing information, to personalise 
communications is key. Connecting outbound 
communications, such as email and SMS, to the 
website experience can help create a more seamless 
experience for the customer.”

During his opening keynote Chris Baldwin, BJs 
Wholesale Club CEO and outgoing chairman of the 
NRF, highlighted how consumers are expecting more 
than ever before. 

Shoppers, especially young consumers, want retailers 
to speak to them, but for this to be done authentically, 
retailers have to apply personalisation technology. 
“We’re just at the very beginning of this revolution to 
give consumers more power.” 

And personalisation doesn’t just have to be 
about getting the right product in front of an 
online  customer. Crate and Barrel CEO, Neela    
Montgomery, described its use in social media, saying 
the retailer has moved away from mass television 
advertising towards investing in telling “story in a  
more personalised way” through social media and 
digital marketing.

Meanwhile, Starbucks CEO, Kevin Johnson,  
described how the coffee company is using data not 
to simply personalise the experience for customers 
but to “enhance human connections” between store 
staff and consumers. Starbucks has an artificial 
intelligence programme called Deep Brew which 
Johnson’s team is using to develop technology to 
allow baristas to spend more time with customers, 
from predicting inventory and staff scheduling to 
natural language processing-enabled headsets.

Personalisation and 
creating a 1:1 dialogue

https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2020/01/holiday-insights-all-wrapped-up.html
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2020/01/holiday-insights-all-wrapped-up.html
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2019/11/holiday-readiness-differentiate-personalized-experiences.html
https://www.salesforce.com/blog/2019/11/holiday-readiness-differentiate-personalized-experiences.html
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Transformative 
Commerce
Does any of this excellent customer experience 
driven by data and personalisation really matter if 
shoppers aren’t actually taking their goods to the till 
point or clicking the buy button? Using technology to 
make this last step of the purchase journey as simple 
as possible is key, as well as following up with the 
customer post-purchase. 

Patrick Deloy, Managing Director of Isobar Commerce 
in APAC, notes that “It has become a key focus for 
all commerce technology companies to provide 
fully integrated solutions that mitigate some of the 
challenges that retailers and brands have when 
integrating various systems throughout online and 
offline customer journeys. 

Adobe with its Experience Cloud and strategic 
integration with Microsoft & Azure, and Salesforce 
with its Customer 360 model and Mulesoft integration 
platform are providing unified systems that 
notably simplify the management of customer and 
transactional data, integrating all touchpoints from 
pre-purchase to post-purchase in real time. Together 
with the prevalence of personalisation and integrated 
AI & ML, and an increasingly digitised brick & mortar 
retail experience with the aid of radio-frequency 
identification, “intelligent” cameras,  sensors and 
robotics – this creates a completely new level playing 
field for the brands and retailers that are moving 
towards a digitally transformative business model.” 

One retailer who has digitally upgraded a significant 
part of its back-office functionality is Wayfair which 
has seen huge savings from changing the production 
of its online images from traditional photography to  
3D imagery.

Wayfair’s Head of Imagery Creative, Jane Rawnsley, 
describe how 3D imagery has been a “huge 
differentiator” for the retailer as the technology is 10x 
cheaper than traditional photography and results in a 
high conversion rate compared to “real” images.

3D images are also used in augmented reality 
(AR) projects including Wayfair’s customer-facing 
View in Room AR app. Wayfair sees a 3x increase 
in conversion from customers who use the AR 
technology on their mobile to virtually add products 
into their rooms. 

Alex Hamilton, Head of Innovation at Isobar UK, 
highlighted how AR is set to transform the retail 
industry: 

“AR on its own has limited relevance to retail. Where it 
shines is when it complements other technologies to 
deliver better experiences to customers.” 

Hamilton added: “As with a great deal of innovative 
technologies, its adoption will be spearheaded by 
decisions made by the likes of Google and Apple. As 
these businesses, alongside Amazon, Facebook and 
Microsoft, compete and collaborate to understand 
how we will interface with technology in the future, 
a new set of connected devices (e.g. glasswear) will 
likely place more emphasis on Augmented Reality.”

“When this happens, the AR opportunities for retail will 
become more apparent and more integrated into the 
wider customer experience that retailers are looking to 
deliver.” Read more in our Augmented Reality: Isobar 
2020 Trends Report.

Another very different example of transformative 
commerce is Rent The Runway which is potentially 
shaking up fashion in the same way Uber disrupted 
transport. By allowing customers to rent clothes on a 
subscription basis, shoppers can achieve the variety 
of clothes they desire in a sustainable way. Jennifer 
Hyman, Co-founder and CEO said on the NRF 
keynote stage: “fast and sustainability don’t have to 
be in conflict”.

While most fashion retailers are trying to manage the 
amount of returns they receive due to the explosion of 
ecommerce, Rent The Runway’s return rate is 100% 
and each item of clothing needs to be inspected, 
dry cleaned and repaired in the shortest time frame 
possible.

By thinking first and foremost about the customer and 
also entirely digitally, Hyman is starting to disrupt an 
industry blamed for so much waste which is negatively 
impacting the planet. It has even collaborated with W 
Hotels to provide a closet of clothes for customers on 
arrival, so all they need to pack is their toothbrush.

AR on its own has 
limited relevance to retail. 
Where it shines is when 
it complements other 
technologies to deliver 
better experiences to 
customers.”

Alex Hamilton                                                           
Head of Innovation, Isobar UK

“

https://www.isobar.com/global/en/news/isobar-launches-augmented-humanity-isobar-2020-trends-report/
https://www.isobar.com/global/en/news/isobar-launches-augmented-humanity-isobar-2020-trends-report/
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1.

Data offers possibilities for rich insights and 
anticipating consumers needs. Where this gets 
really exciting is the opportunity to craft 1-to-1 
experiences that meet the consumers emotional 
needs through personalised retail journeys.

Meeting emotional 
expectations

2.

The audience can be literally placed at the 
centre of your experience whether it’s activated 
by their location, gesture or voice. This will only 
become more inspiring as technologies are 
able to respond to multiple people and multiple 
inputs at once within the same experience.

Audience as         
the Agent 

3.

As transactions migrate to social - what’s the 
role of the website? Mixed reality technologies 
and unprecedented rendering capabilities have 
opened a toolbox of creative opportunities that 
can strengthen and differentiate your website 
platform. How might these innovations enhance 
your brand’s website experience?

Re-imagining the 
website experience

Opportunities 
for brands & 
businesses
While NRF is keen to point out that retail isn’t dead, it’s fair to say that boring retail could 
soon be. What is ultimately clear from this year’s event and the many conversations on 
the future of retail, is that all transformation endeavours come down to data, which Alexa 
Geovanos, brand president, North and South America of Chloé summed up perfectly 
at the end of her panel session. She said retailers have to understand their customers 
inside out, knowing “what’s important to them, what their values are,” in order to offer an 
“element of surprise and anticipating their needs before they realise what they want or 
need”.

“There’s no silver bullet of technology to fix your business,” she said. “You need to know 
your audience.”



For more info please contact Sue.McCusker@isobar.com
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