
thinking breakfast

Multichannel:

In the third Retail Focus Thinking Breakfast, industry luminaries 
gather to discuss the convergence of online and offline retail.

Chair:
Steve Pearce
client services director, Green Room 

Connecting
the dots

Participants:
Emma Scott
online marketing manager, Tesco.com

Jamie Hall
retail brand presentation director, Nike UK

Jonathan Kirk
founder, Up to the Light

Andy Holden
digital creative director, Green Room 

Danielle Pinnington
owner, Shoppercentric
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In today’s multichannel world, where consumers want - and 

expect – to be able to shop at a time and place that is convenient 

to them, it is more important than ever for retailers and brands to 

create a seamless and consistent cross-channel experience. 

That is, a joined-up journey across the various consumer touch 

points, from bricks-and-mortar stores and internet to catalogues 

and mobile phones. 

Digital developments, particularly over the last decade, 

have radically changed the way people shop and interact, 

placing growing pressure on brands and retailers to adapt their 

business models. Increasingly, shoppers are using more than 

one channel to research and purchase products and services, 

and those companies who are able to provide a seamless level 

of service throughout are undoubtedly stealing a march on 

their competitors.

In a recent report on multichannel retail by user experience 

agency Webcredible it states that if customers order an item 

online, they should be able to return it to the store, if need 

be. In other words, customer service should be the same high 

quality whichever channel customers choose to use. The same 

report suggests that varying levels of customer service between 

channels is often the result of the internal organisation of the 

company. However, it holds that these internal divisions are of 

no concern to customers, who expect a uniform service; a point 

that arose in a recent Thinking Breakfast for Retail Focus on the 

growth of seamless.

Chaired by Steve Pearce of Green Room Retail, a design 

agency that creates and implements seamless multichannel 

retail experiences through 3D, 2D and digital design, the aim of 

the breakfast roundtable was to share ideas on the convergence 

of online and offline commerce, and discuss how the rise of 

digital and social media has increasingly blurred the boundaries 

between these channels. 

Pearce opened the discussion by offering an overview of 

the current state of the market and proceeded to question 

which industries, retailers and brands have so far successfully 

implemented a multichannel strategy.

A cultural shift

Jonathan Kirk, founder of business consultancy Up to the Light, 

cited Nike and M&S as examples of those brands and retailers 

who are getting it right but argued that most companies still have 

some way to go in providing a truly seamless experience. ‘I went 

into PC World the other day and I spent some money on a laptop,’ 

he recalled. ‘They gave me a voucher for £50 off when you spend 

£200, and in the small print it says: “not available online”.’ I know 

there are reasons for this, behind the scenes, he said, but from  

27

Jo
na

th
an

 K
ir

k,
 U

p
 t

o
 t

h
e
 L

ig
h

t

A
nd

y 
H

ol
de

n,
 G

re
e

n
 R

o
o

m

Em
m

a 
Sc

ot
t, 

Te
sc

o
.c

o
m

www.retail-focus.co.uk



29

thinking breakfast

a customer view point I couldn’t care less. ‘It’s not integration. It’s  

not seamless.’

I think that’s a sign of the early days, responded Danielle 

Pinnington, owner of shopper research agency Shoppercentric. ‘A 

lot of businesses have got systems in place and now they’re trying 

to bring these new elements into it. Not everyone can start from 

fresh. Someone like Dwell built their system up from fresh and so 

everything is quite integrated, whereas for the likes of Tesco trying 

to bring new ways of doing things in, it is much harder.’

It’s a huge cultural shift as well, added Tesco online marketing 

manager Emma Scott. The whole business has been built up with 

bricks and mortar, said Scott, and dotcom later became another 

area separate from the main business. However, she said, there is 

now a new management team in place at Tesco that is working 

to disband the dotcom separation from the business. ‘You will see 

much more multichannel because there is going to be one person 

in charge of both online and offline.’

For brands and retailers, it’s a lot easier to silo each channel, 

concurred Green Room’s Andy Holden. However, it fragments the 

user journey and so, moving forward, it’s vital that the different 

channels are working together in a seamless way, he argued. 

Needless to say, digital technologies have changed the 

traditional customer journey, presenting a number of clear 

challenges to brands and retailers. For Nike UK retail brand 

presentation director Jamie Hall, one of the biggest challenges 

with having multichannel is being distracted by the ability of 

the channel. It’s easy to get too distracted by the benefits of 

the channel and not think about the consumer experience, he 

argued. ‘We’ve all built up networks of bricks-and-mortar stores 

and then comes the invention of the internet,’ he said. ‘What I 

think is very easy to get sucked into is the flexibility and I guess 

the breadth that the internet offers you versus bricks and mortar. 

There’s only so much you can show in a store with so many square 

feet yet with the internet you can show as much as you want. 

How do we combat the different abilities of the channel from a 

consumer perspective?’

The challenge, he contended, is trying to keep a consistent 

consumer experience across all channels, because if one is 

better than the other, somewhere along the line there will be a 

negative experience, and containing that and controlling that is a 

difficult task.

‘Our retail began in bricks and mortar so we are constantly 

trying to bolt on a seamless experience,’ continued Hall. ‘I think 

the retailers who are heralded as the ones doing an amazing 

job are the ones who began as digital – ASOS, ebay, Amazon – 

because they can bolt on bricks and mortar. By having just one 

outlet that is digital, they can be as big, as little, as deep, as 

shallow, as flexible and as new as they want because they are 

offering the same breadth of product and accessibility of product 

as we are, but in hundreds of locations. They’re almost coming 

back in time and we’re trying to catch up going forward in time. 

It’s a challenge not, not to be left behind but it’s a challenge not 

to be out-trended by the new technologies that come in.’ Those 

who have had the luxury of beginning life as a digital retailer will 

be the industry leaders for a long time to come, claimed Hall.

‘Are they culturally just more agile?’ asked Kirk. ‘I think so,’ 

answered Scott. ‘I used to work to a monthly calendar and then it 

went weekly and, actually, online is now kind of everyday. It’s just 

changed the way everyone works, so I suppose a company that’s 

brought up like that will have a culture that is just prepared to 

down tools at 9.30 and decide on a complete change of plan and 

get it landed by lunchtime. I can see timelines starting to shrink 

and new processes coming in to react faster.’

‘I think our businesses are built on lead times,’ agreed Hall. 

‘Everything is about lead times and a go-to-market kind of 

calendar that has so many physical elements. You remove so 

many of the physical elements from e-commerce, the lead times 

are just so narrow.’ He drew on the example of Facebook who, he 

said, will trial things without even knowing if they’re going to work.

For Holden, the brands who are doing it right are the ones 

who invest in the right areas and give it time to work, as opposed 

to testing an idea overnight and stripping it out if and when it 

doesn’t work. ‘You’ve got to get it right and give it the time to 

actually get momentum and succeed, I guess in the same way as 

a retail space,’ he said. ‘You want to put it in and then give it time 

for people to come in and experience it, and tweak it.’

‘I think those that are successful with the whole new 

technology and digital and what have you are the companies that 

really understand why they’re doing it as opposed to “oh, Tesco 

has got it, i’d better have it” kind of approach,’ said Pinnington, 

taking the conversation back to the issue of internal culture.

‘[Consumers] see through things very quickly,’ continued 

Pinnington. Calling on a magazine article she had read, 

Pinnington explained how Sainsbury’s had recently tested trolleys 

with in-built iPad docks at a store in West London. The trolleys 

were reportedly introduced to enable people to watch live sport or 

news while shopping. ‘A nice idea to try and use technology but 

not the right idea,’ she said. ‘It hasn’t got the right role. It’s coming 

back to “why are we doing this, what is the purpose”.’

It was an idea that seemed to resonate around the table. 

‘I think the technology definitely has to be needs-based for 

consumers to pick up on it,’ agreed Holden. It needs to be 
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‘I think the hardest challenge for brands is to exist 
within that channel in a way that still offers a benefit 
to the consumer.’ Jamie Hall, Nike UK

able to help the consumer with what they’re doing or facilitate a 

better experience, he claimed.

‘It’s got to be functional and useful,’ agreed Kirk. ‘I think I’m 

right in saying global e-commerce is obviously increasing but 

actually, globally, retail in-store floor space is actually increasing 

at a much faster level. Now, I guess a lot of that is driven by 

developing countries and so on but it does put a slight caution on 

all of this that it’s not one or the other. It’s all complementary and 

putting the consumer first.’

In terms of online shopping versus shopping on the high street, 

Holden suggested that fast moving consumer goods are actually 

easier to buy online while products that have a bit more lead time 

and are a bit more aspirational are suited to bricks-and-mortar 

stores, where the consumer wants to experience the environment 

and be immersed in the brand. 

Social climbing

In early 2011 Pinnington talked to a number of shoppers about the 

role of Facebook in the shopping process and found that most 

couldn’t understand why businesses, especially brands, were 

using the social networking site. ‘Brands continually are having to 

work hard to be noticed, whether it’s work hard on the shelf, work 

hard through TV, whatever it is,’ said Pinnington. ‘Equally, it will be 

the same through Facebook. They’ve almost got to be as keen to 

raise awareness through Facebook as they are to raise awareness 

on shelf, if that makes sense. Brands can’t assume visibility.’

‘I think brands versus retail own label fight has always been 

about brands trying to, in some way, reach above the heads of 

retailers and communicate directly with consumers,’ added Kirk. 

‘Social media, the whole thing we’re discussing here, increases 

the chances and opportunities to do that. Also, potentially, every 

brand can now be a retailer. There are lots of practical problems 

with that but I’m just saying potentially what’s to stop brands going 

the whole hog and communicating directly with consumers and 

being a retailer?’

‘It’s interesting,’ said Pinnington. ‘That’s an area where 

shoppers haven’t got there first.’

Talking of social media, intervened Pearce, do you think the 

visible dialogue makes it easier or harder for brands and retailers 

to attract and retain brand advocates?

‘If the companies know how to deal with it then I think it makes 

it easier,’ answered Pinnington. ‘But, if the companies are seeing 

that as “how can we quieten these annoying people complaining 

about us down” then it becomes a problem. Again, I think it’s a 

cultural thing. If you understand why you’re in this process and 

how you need to work with it, then it works for you but if you come 

into something like this as a typical corporate and decide you’re 

going to behave in a typical corporate way then that’s when 

you come into problems because that jars totally with the whole 

environment that you’re working in.’

In Hall’s opinion, social media is somewhat of a trap door for 

retailers and brands. ‘I think the hardest challenge for brands is 

to exist within that channel in a way that still offers a benefit to 

the consumer, rather than look at it as an opportunity to get more 

“likes”. I think not measuring your success, not measuring your 

strength of your relationship, and not abusing the openness of 

social media is probably the biggest restraint that brands need 

to place upon themselves, and make sure they focus on the 

channel as a way of adding value for the consumer rather than 

a channel as a way of accessing lots of people very quickly with 

commercial messages.’

‘It all comes down to understanding not just what these things 

are able to do, the opportunities, it’s also understanding how 

people, how shoppers, customers are using them and how they 

want to use them,’ argued Pinnington. ‘If the business understands 

that, then they’ve got a better chance of putting the right things 

in the right places to create this multichannel platform, and to be 

having the right type of conversation in the right places.’

So, should brands be on all channels?, asked Pearce. ‘How do 

you pick and choose which channels you operate upon?’

‘I think it all depends what you’re offering,’ said Hall. ‘I think 

you should only be on all channels if you can create a benefit 

for them, by being in that channel. It’s as simple as that really. If 

you can’t meet demand or create demand in that channel then 

you shouldn’t go into it, but there’s no reason why you should or 

shouldn’t be in all channels, or no channels or one channel. It’s all 

down to the business and your objectives, and what you can 
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