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Commercial feature

hen ecommerce is the only 
way of doing business, com-
panies have re-engineered 

their operations to be digital at their 
core. The coronavirus pandemic has 
also exposed ageing infrastructure, 
legacy systems and the need for some-
thing different.  

“Looking forwards, 2021 will be the 
year of the digital storefront. For some, 
we’ve seen ten years of growth in digital 
within six months. A lot of retail players 
are now looking for a better ecommerce 
architecture, something that’s flexible, 
scalable and offers a more fulfilling cus-
tomer experience,” says James Brooke, 
chief executive of Amplience, a global 
leader in digital experience manage-
ment solutions for retail.  

“We’ve now reached a tipping point. 
There’s a proliferation of very mature 
tooling right now that retailers can lev-
erage. Businesses don’t have to com-
promise. At the same time many are 
going through a digital transformation. 
Those that adapt, create their retail 
digital twin effectively and utilise the 
right ecommerce solutions, will thrive.” 

It’s time retail  
took headless  
and PWAs seriously
Coronavirus lockdowns have been catalysts for retail change, 
accelerating the move towards a digital-first approach 

The perfect storm has occurred over 
recent months. Customer habits have 
changed rapidly. Those retailers with 
monolithic systems realise the cost of 
making changes to their digital offer-
ing is high. This comes at a time when 
more purchases are on smartphones. 
This mcommerce could account for 73 
percent of all retail ecommerce sales 
by 2021 and expect more growth when 
5G is adopted. 

“What we’ve seen is massive frus-
tration with our customers’ ability to 
deliver change quickly and do that 
digital transformation in a reasonable 
time and cost. That’s what is driving a 
move to a completely new ecommerce 
infrastructure,” says Brooke, founder 
of Amplience, which works with more 
than 350 of the world’s leading retail 
players, including Sainsbury’s - Argos, 
Very Group, Liberty and Halfords. 

If customers are coming through 
Pinterest or Instagram, Facebook Shops 
or TikTok in vast numbers, retailers need 
to funnel these customers effectively and 
pivot towards their needs with content to 
match. It’s similar with mobile. Consumers 
now expect lightening speeds for down-
loading content. If it’s not below a second, 
retailers can expect high bounce rates 
and higher cart abandonment.  

“Customer expectations are evolving 
rapidly. They expect innovative experi-
ences. Consumers also want to engage 
with brands in ways that are meaning-
ful to them. The experience needs to 
be coherent, exciting and more opti-
mised for digital channels, particularly 
mobile,” says Brooke. 

Part of this new architecture is so-called 
headless commerce, which separates 
the interface that’s customer facing, or 
the storefront, from back-end solutions, 

which are the product and order man-
agement part; hence the name “head-
less”. It’s increasingly being adopted by 
digital-first retailers as an antidote to tra-
ditional ecommerce architecture, which 
ties both systems together.    

“Headless is a far more flexible and scal-
able architecture. The challenge is that 
there’s still an issue with the business user 
experience. The management tools are 
fairly immature. This is what we’ve been 
spending our time and energy working on, 
trying to solve the management challenge 
for this new infrastructure, so we give 
businesspeople back control of this tech-
nology,” says Brooke, whose company was 
named a strong performer in Forrester 
Wave reports. 

Progressive web apps, or PWAs,  are 
also part of this new retail tech archi-
tecture. These are app-like experi-
ences, but without the need to build a 
native app, and are in response to the 
shift to mobile. Lightening fast when 
it comes to load times, searchable via 
the web and no need for an app-store, 
they’re another game-changer. 

“Combining headless and PWAs, retail-
ers can now have their cake and eat it. 
Businesses don’t need to incur huge 
upfront investment costs for the rollout of 
this architecture. You can take an iterative 
approach, manage the risk more easily 
and show early gains. We’ve seen clients 
show remarkable results with these new 
tools,” says Brooke. “Their time is now.”

For more please go to  
www.amplience.com 
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Those that adapt, 
create their retail 
digital twin effectively 
and utilise the 
right ecommerce 
solutions, will thrive

“We will experience our own ver-
sion of the Roaring 20s,” says 
Natalie Berg, retail analyst and 
founder of NBK Retail. While the 
coronavirus crisis has shuttered 
many high street stores and seen 
retailers and consumers fl ock to 
ecommerce, physical stores will 
be the focus again, but with a new 
emphasis, by late-2021. “We're all 
craving to go into a store again,” 
says Berg.

While COVID-19 has undoubt-
edly accelerated the rise of ecom-
merce, there will always be a place 
for bricks-and-mortar retailing. 
However, Berg warns that mediocre 
2020 players won’t survive the pan-
demic and are unlikely to return as 
traditional retailers. 

Return of physical stores “There will be fewer, but far 
better stores,” she predicts. The 
stores that thrive will need to 
tap into emotion, human con-
nection, discovery and commu-
nity. “Bricks-and-mortar retail 
will become a high-touch, senso-
ry-driven experience,” she says. 
“There's an opportunity for retail-
ers to start innovating with the 
physical space again.”

Berg also says physical stores will 
need to become frictionless in more 
ways than one. This includes con-
tactless payments, reducing phys-
ical touchpoints, and expanding 
and simplifying click and collect. 
“So, more convenient by using tech-
nology to reduce friction in-store 
and making it easier and quicker 
for customers to get in and get out,” 
she says. 

The rapid pace of change 
currently reshaping retail 
is expected to continue 
post-coronavirus, but in what 
way? Here’s what to expect 
in 2021, 2025 and 2030

Six forecasts for 
the future of retail
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One of the key future retail trends, 
personalisation engines will become 
more sophisticated by the end of 
2021. Data that feeds into personali-
sation will hone the ability for retail-
ers to suggest off ers and content 
to consumers right at the moment 
of consideration. 

"In the old days, people visited 
local shopkeepers who knew them 
by name and could predict their 
needs based on what they wanted 
through a personal relation-
ship,” says Riyadh Bhyat, head of 
Quantium in Europe, Middle East 
and Africa.

Bhyat says in 2020 some retailers 
are recreating that experience at 
scale using data-driven algorithms 
taking in hundreds of factors to 
drive hyper-personalised off ers and 
service for national retailers. "2021 
will point to the future when retail-
ers will do your shopping for you,” 
he says. 

“When you opt in as a customer, 
they’ll predict your needs and 
deliver them, thereby minimising 
search time. In fashion, this will 
extend to selecting items that per-
fectly fi t you, based on the body 
scans you’ve shared.”

By late-2021, data will be integral 
to the way businesses hear the voice 
of consumers and understand cus-
tomer expectations. “It allows them 
to engage the people they serve not 
as demographics or segments, but 
as individuals and at scale. Whoever 
does this best over the next decade 
in any given market will undoubt-
edly win,” says Bhyat.

he coronavirus pandemic has accelerated 
future retail trends as many businesses rap-
idly adopt new services and technologies. 

Small businesses have been forced to develop digital 
platforms, in-store payments have moved away from 
cash and orders delivered by drones no longer seem 
worlds away. So what will shopping look like in 2021, 
2025 and 2030?

Personalised off ers By 2021

The 2020s will be a decade of dis-
ruption; COVID-19 was just the 
curtain opener. In 2025, we’ll still 
be experiencing the tail end of the 
pandemic in terms of its impact. 
“Hybrid working models, reduced 
business travel, commercial build-
ings at lower occupancy and dis-
cretionary spending will remain 
cautious,” says futurist Dr Richard 
Hames. Future retail trends will see 
“retail theatre” develop at this time.

By mid-decade, the conventional 
retail model of just hanging rows 
and rows of clothes on hangers 
and supplying a couple of chang-
ing rooms and a mirror will be on 
the way out. “A resurgence in shop-
ping malls, off ering a richer range 
of experiences by blending retail, 

In 2025, more retailers will tap into 
local communities, developing 
hyper-personalisation and hyper-lo-
calisation to attract consumers with 
suitable off ers. The trend towards 
hyper-personalisation could see 
more retailers deliver a “white glove” 
service in a digital way to meet rising 
customer expectations. 

“In lockdown, retailers have rec-
ognised the need to connect online 
consumers with in-store staff  and 
this will become more of an oppor-
tunity to diff erentiate and develop 
customer loyalty through superior 
service,” says Berg.

Future retail trends will see stores 
evolve and follow the example of 
Starbucks and Nike to play three 
roles. These are as a transactional 

Smart supply chains applying AI to 
predict demand and calculate sup-
ply will result in a direct benefi t to 
the environment by 2030. “Stores 
used to be run by people who would 
gauge how much of each product 
they needed. Today there are deeply 
integrated systems managing stock 
replenishment, but these systems 
result in huge amounts of waste. 
Mountains of food and clothing 
get destroyed each year due to the 
diffi  culty of predicting what cus-
tomers will want and when,” says 
Quantium’s Bhyat.

“In 2030, entire value chains will 
be aligned to accurate predictive 
models of consumer needs,” he says. 
Bhyat predicts retailers will gravi-
tate to suppliers with value chains 
more responsive to consumer 

Consumers will have seamless 
shopping experiences through 
social platforms in 2030, shrink-
ing waiting time for customer ser-
vice queries with smart chatbots 
and bringing highly personalised 
experiences through user-gener-
ated content.

Prompted by COVID-19 a decade 
earlier, which helped propel online 
retail towards true omnichannel 
social commerce, discrete sales 
channels will have dissolved. Highly 
immersive retail experiences will be 
provided by virtual and augmented 
reality. “In 2030, sales channels will 
include virtual reality and fulfi l-
ment will include drone delivery,” 
says Bhyat.

Brands will enable customers to 
move from offline to online, while 

Blended retail 
experience 

Customer 
expectations rule 

Smart supply chains 

Seamless shopping

music, dining and entertainment 
will take its place,” says Hames. 

Development of partnerships 
between diff erent retailers, from 
hairdressers and spas to clothing 
retailers and offi  ce supplies, will 
see ‘unlike’ providers collaborate as 
part of a blended retail experience.  

Midway in the decade will also be 
an infl ection point in ecommerce, 
according to retail analyst Berg. As 
the decade started, ecommerce was 
focused on reducing friction and 
aiming for a seamless experience, 
but it will move to being more engag-
ing and immersive. Traditional 
retailers and online retailers will 
transition towards a convergence 
point. “Consumers have come to 
expect fast and free delivery and 
returns, and then post-COVID; it’s 
about immersion and discovery,” 
says Berg.

hub for immediate consumption, 
as an experiential venue and as a 
showroom to communicate about 
the brand and support online sales 
as ecommerce fulfi lment points, 
according to Kanaiya Parekh, expert 
retail partner at Bain & Company.

Parekh predicts new digital solu-
tions will enable retailers to meet ris-
ing customer expectations. Devices 
such as facial scanners will analyse 
skin to suggest personalised care 
based on individual needs and prior 
experiences. Virtual reality will ena-
ble customers to browse, interact 
with and read information about 
products in a virtual environment. 

“Digital kiosks, powered by artifi -
cial intelligence (AI), at fast food res-
taurants, equipped with automated 
facial recognition, will let customers 
navigate the menu, self-order and use 
contactless payment,” says Parekh.

Rosalyn Page
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By 2025 By 2030
behaviour. “They will seek to collab-
orate with more progressive suppli-
ers and potentially look to integrate 
supplier and customer AI capabili-
ties,” he says. 

“This kind of AI-to-AI integra-
tion will result in automated sup-
plier-customer sales negotiations in 
closed business-to-business digital 
marketplaces and upstream integra-
tion with suppliers of raw materials 
and fi nancing solutions.”

Instead of mountains of waste, 
data and AI will predict stock 
requirements, thereby limiting 
wastage and reducing the impact 
on the environment. And by 2030, 
retail in developed markets will 
have environmental issues embed-
ded in it. “Customers will be able to 
understand and off set the carbon 
emissions of their retail spending 
through their bank,” says Bhyat.

providing a personalised experi-
ence. “Social commerce can com-
bine the personal touch consum-
ers used to find in a store with 
the convenience of an online pur-
chase,” says Luis Baena, principal 
at Oliver Wyman. 

“Consumers are increasingly using 
social media to engage with brands 
across the entire customer journey, 
from discovering new brands and 
products to writing reviews, com-
ments and feedback.”

When it comes to the eff ect on 
future retail trends of social com-
merce, it will be a leveller between 
large brands and challenger brands. 
“Social commerce will increasingly 
become a powerful tool for small 
brands to access their well-targeted 
customer segments and make them 
able to compete with large brands,” 
says Baena. 
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