
1

Building up not knocking down: 
the importance of bricks  

and mortar in a digital age

September 2019

pqcode



pqcode2

 Executive Summary

The retail sector has witnessed tremendous disruption in recent years, with at least 32 
major retailers closing their doors in the UK since 2008. This downturn has taken place 
in the face of social and technological change that has seen a fundamental shift in the 
experiences demanded by consumers.  

In order better to understand this shifting landscape, pqCode commissioned a 
Censuswide survey of 100 retail executives and 2,000 UK consumers to explore the 
changing attitudes of shoppers and the ways in which retailers are attempting to 
respond to new consumer behaviours.

BRICKS AND MORTAR
Technology has had a profound impact upon the 
retail world, but predictions of the death of bricks and 
mortar stores have been exaggerated. Data shows 
that a physical presence remains a positive influence 
on sales in an omnichannel world, and retailers at 
the forefront of the industry have been reinventing 
the in-store experience to deliver more personalised 
experiences to customers, allowing them to move 
beyond competing on merely product and price.

Our survey found that retail executives are heavily 
focused on aligning the offline and online experiences 
– aligning clicks and bricks – in order to maintain 
footfall in stores as part of their wider strategies. 
There is concern, however, about being able to adapt 
successfully to the new technological landscape 
more generally, owing to costs of implementation, 
inefficiency of legacy systems, and the challenges of 
training staff to use new solutions.

CUSTOMER DEMANDS
Whilst in-store shopping remains important for 
retailers and consumers, expectations are higher than 
ever before. Today, customers expect retailers to have 
a deep understanding of their needs, preferences 
and priorities, in order to provide shopping 
experiences that go above and beyond. The best 
retailers are harnessing technology and data to allow  
them to do this.

Consumers reported a general level of satisfaction 
with their experience within in-store environments, but 
differences were evident across demographics, with 
younger consumers (16-24), and consumers who are 
either transgender or don’t identify as male or female 
most likely to be dissatisfied. Key concerns included 
retailers not having the items in stock or failing to 
meet expectations in terms of product offering. Finding 
better ways to engage to ensure maximum customer 
appeal will doubtless pay dividends to those retailers 
willing to invest in solving these problems.
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Executive Summary
 

TRUST
As ever, trust is at the heart of the relationship between 
retailer and consumer. Our survey found privacy 
and environmental concerns to be prevalent among 
customers, and that some solutions such as emailed 
receipts are continuing to miss the mark. Finding 
ways to build and maintain trust with customers 
is a key challenge for any retailer, in terms of data 
transparency and sustainability credentials. 

One pain-point for customers was found to be the 
returning of items in-store. High numbers of consumers 
reported difficulties with lost or faded receipts, and 
privacy concerns are undermining the use of digital 
receipt solutions. Despite general support for digital 
receipts, a significant majority of consumers would 
prefer a solution that did not involve email. Our 
findings suggest that more often than not, customers 
continue to be at the mercy of paper receipts and 
having to choose between protecting the environment 
or protecting their rights. 

With many high-profile ‘green’ schemes continuing to 
be adopted by market leaders, finding genuine and 
effective programmes and solutions that resonate 
with consumers will be rewarded by shoppers in this 
eco-conscious age, particularly when combined with 
transparency towards privacy and data collection.

TECHNOLOGY
An overwhelming majority of retail executives surveyed 
considered that technology would play a crucial role 
in high street retail in years to come. The challenge 
is to find solutions that are easy for retailers to 
implement and attractive for consumers to use, given 
the problems of integration and adoption. The pace 
of change is fast, and the number of options available 
are growing by the day. Retailers can’t afford not 
to stay abreast of these developments, and need to 
continue to embrace new technological solutions that 
could give them a competitive edge in a challenging 
high street environment.
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The demise of each company was accompanied by 
concerns about the health of the high street. Since 
Woolworths fell in 2008, at least 32 major retailers 
have closed in the UK alone, with some 115,000 jobs 
lost. Whilst the financial crisis undoubtedly played a 
part, commentators also bemoaned the burgeoning 
competition from online retailers and the supermarkets.

The reality, however, is that the retail landscape has 
been changing, and many brands have become 
complacent about the customer footfall that had been 
constant for generations. Retailers are failing to adapt 
to changing demands of consumers who want improved 
experiences of shopping in real life. Changing attitudes 
of consumers and the introduction of new technologies 
have transformed the way people shop. Whether it be 
the influence of Instagram, self-service checkouts, or the 
buy in bulk and return in bulk mentality, it’s clear that 
attitudes have changed considerably in recent years and 
will continue to evolve. 

Our survey conducted by Censuswide explored the 
thoughts and attitudes that underpin the retail landscape 
today to try and better understand the underlying trends. 
The survey of 100 UK executives from the retail sector 
and over 2,000 UK consumers sought to explore the 
changing attitudes of high street shoppers and the extent 
to which the retail sector is keeping up with the pace of 
consumer behaviours. 

The survey doesn’t aim to provide a complete solution 
to the challenges facing the sector, but does aim to add 
constructively to the debate and help retail executives in 
particular better adapt to meet the changing needs of the 
modern consumer.

 

Toys R Us, Banana Republic, Staples, Woolworth, BHS, Phones4U, Block-
buster, Borders and Dixons are just a handful of the big brands that have 
gone to the wall over the past decade. 

Introduction
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Bricks and mortar making a comeback

Whilst e-commerce has undoubtedly had a profound 
impact on the retail experience, the last year has seen 
bricks and mortar make a distinct comeback in the UK, as 
retailers have realised that physical stores can be a platform 
for deepening the relationship with customers. This trend 
builds upon the recognition that people still value the 
experience of shopping and exploring products in person. 

The relative strength of the physical store was underlined by 
the recent Consumer Trends Tracker produced by Deloitte1, 
which highlights strong consumer confidence driven by 
robust retail sales during the past year, including 3% year-
on-year increase in in-store retail purchases in Q2 of 2019. 
Much of this success has been driven by retailers whose 
physical stores have broken from tradition and seek to 
bridge the gap between the physical and the digital that 
consumers increasingly demand. 

Creating a personalised customer experience: 
beyond product and price 

There is a growing sense that those who truly succeed are 
those who are able to give a personalised and seamless 
customer experience2. Indeed, over half of British 
consumers feel most loyal towards brands that have 
a deep understanding of their needs, preferences and  
priorities3. Mere quality of product and competitiveness 
in price is no longer sufficient in a modern landscape 

where customers demand shopping experiences that go 
above and beyond their expectations.

Savvy and highly informed customers are craving a 
personalised and frictionless experience that can only 
come from effective engagement and understanding by 
retailers4. Competitiveness will be increasingly defined by 
the ability to provide exceptional service around the clock, 
with ease of doing business also a key factor in the loyalty 
of consumers5.

Harnessing technology to better serve 
customers 

Technology is playing an increasing role in delivering an 
exceptional customer experience. By harnessing data, the 
best companies are able to ensure that they not only have 
a complete understanding of each customer, but are able 
to utilise that data efficiently in order to drive personalised 
experiences in real time.

In a world in which the physical store becomes increasingly 
experience driven, the role of the sales assistant becomes 
even more crucial. For instance, London-based 
department store Selfridges has recently launched a 
dedicated Internet of Things (IoT) area, which has been 
built in partnership with technology companies Smartech 
and Bullboat. The zone is staffed by expert sales assistants 
and aims to educate shoppers on the way IoT devices can 
help them, with a range of interactive tools available to 
provide an immersive experience.

1 Signs Of A Consumer Slowdown: The Deloitte Consumer Tracker. 2019. Ebook. Deloitte. https://www2.deloitte.com/content/dam/Deloitte/uk/Documents/consumer-
business/deloitte-uk-consumer-tracker-q2-2019.pdf. 

2Creating Smarter Customer Journeys. 2019. Ebook. Microsoft. https://advertiseonbing-blob.azureedge.net/blob/bingads/media/insight/ebook/2019/05-may/smarter-
customer-journey/microsoft-advertising-smarter-customer-journeys-ebook.pdf?s_int=en-us-gct-web-src_msaweb-sub_icpg-flx_jul19.
3“Customer Experience Research Statistics 2018 | Smart Insights”. 2018. Smart Insights. https://www.smartinsights.com/customer-engagement/customer-engagement-
strategy/customer-experience-research-statistics/. 
4The Future Of B-To-B Customer Experience. 2019. Ebook. Walker. https://www.walkerinfo.com/Portals/0/Documents/Knowledge 
%20Center/Featured%20Reports/WALKER-Customers2020.pdf. 5Bryan, Jordan. 2018. “What’S Your Customer Effort Score?”.  
Gartner.Com. https://www.gartner.com/smarterwithgartner/unveiling-the-new-and-improved-customer-effort-score/.

Literature Review
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Access to the right skills

As the expectations of customers rise, the demands 
placed on each member of staff rise in step. Not only 
do staff need exceptional technical skills in order to 
understand the products they’re selling, but they need 
strong emotional intelligence to be able to empathise 
and relate to customers. These skills will become 
increasingly important as technology exerts greater 
influences on working environments, with the the Royal 
Society of Arts, Manufactures and Commerce (RSA) 
identifying both automation of tasks and organisation 
of workers as being likely to be impacted by technology 
in this way6.

Regardless of the future in store for the retail sector, 
an investment in skills is likely to be inevitable, both 
in technical skills and soft skills. Experts have cited 
the importance of skills such as time management, 
communication skills and emotional intelligence as 
key in the future of work7, while the Data Literacy Index 
highlighted the need for investment in technical skills 
across the retail sector, with retail coming second from 
last in terms of overall data literacy8.

Unfortunately, concerns exist as to the ability and 
willingness of the sector to invest in this training and 
development. Recent research from Adecco found that 
despite managers accepting that skills shortages exist, 
and indeed that these shortages are holding back their 

business, they still struggle to provide employees with 
the right opportunity to develop9. Managers would 
frequently cite immediate concerns about productivity. 
Employers are happy to provide support for challenges 
employees face right now, but seem much more reticent 
in providing support for future challenges.

The lack of investment was found to be especially 
pronounced among small and medium-sized enterprises 
(SMEs), who often lack the budget and the workforce of 
their larger peers. Unless companies invest in their staff, 
however, the challenges they face today will only grow 
larger, especially as employees today increasingly seek 
out development opportunities to further their career.

“This change is ever accelerating, with some employees 
needing fresh skills every few years to keep up,” the 
authors explain. “Unless companies want to face the 
disruption and damaged morale of near-constant 
staff turnover, they’re going to need to retrain their 
employees on a regular basis.”

With companies like Amazon pledging to spend 
over £500 million on skills development across their 
workforce, the gauntlet has been thrown down to the 
retail sector to ensure that workers’ skills keep pace with 
the shifting landscape.

Literature Review

6 Four Futures Of Work. 2019. Ebook. RSA. https://www.thersa.org/globalassets/pdfs/reports/rsa_four-futures-of-work.pdf.
7 “Top 10 Tech And Soft Skills Trending In 2019 | Udemy For Business”. 2019. Udemy For Business. http://business.udemy.com/resources/top-10-skills-in-2019/.
8The Data Literacy Index. 2018. Ebook. Qlik. https://thedataliteracyproject.org/files/documents/Qlik%20-%20The_Data_Literacy_Index_October_2018.pdf.
9 People, Technology And The Future Of Upskilling. 2019. Ebook. Adecco. https://engage.adecco.co.uk/rs/168-OBH-188/images/Adecco_%20People%2C%20
Technology%20and%20the%20Future%20of%20Upskilling_WEB.pdf.
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Retail executives were asked what concerns they have for 
bricks and mortar stores.

 Around 4 in 10 executives (39%) said that marketing 
strategies to secure greater footfall in-store was a 
primary concern on their corporate agenda, with this 
particularly so for medium sized retailers of 50 to 99 
employees (83%).

 More than a third (35%) of executives reported 
concern about their ability to join up the online and 
offline retail experience, especially for the largest 
retailers in the electrical sector.

Almost one third of executives (30%) revealed 
that the implementation and integration of new 
technology and digital solutions was a primary 
concern on their corporate agenda, with this a 
particular concern for larger retailers.

More than a quarter of respondents (29%) cited 
sustainability as a primary concern on their agenda, 
specifically with regard to reducing plastic and paper 
waste.

Survey of Retail Executives 

Key Findings

39%39%

35%

30%

29%

DRIVING FOOTFALL AND ALIGNING 
OFFLINE AND ONLINE EXPERIENCES 
ARE PRIMARY CONCERNS

pqcode
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CONCERNS EXIST OVER COSTS OF 
NEW TECH, STAFF TRAINING AND IT

Over one third (34%) of executives expressed 
concern about the high cost involved in 
implementing new technology, with this concern 
shared relatively evenly across businesses of all sizes.

One third (33%) of respondents had concerns that 
ensuring staff have the skills required to utilize the 
latest technologies is expensive and time-consuming, 
with this a particular concern in fashion retailing.

Just over a quarter of respondents (26%) said 
that inefficiency of legacy systems was a concern, 
although this was largely a concern of bigger 
retailers in the grocery and electrical sectors.

Survey of Retail Executives 

Key Findings

34%

33%

26%
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LARGE RETAILERS MOST CONFIDENT IN 
FUTURE OF BRICKS & MORTAR STORES

 

Retail executives were asked about their level of confidence in 
the ability of their stores to withstand changes in the business 
landscape over the next 5 years.

  
7 in 10 (72%) of retail executive directors are 
confident or very confident that their in-store 
customer experience is future proofed for the next 
5 years to retain and attract customers in the digital 
age, with those from bigger companies especially 
confident.

More than 9 in 10 (93%) retail executive directors 
from large companies (over 250 employees) 
expressed that they were confident or very confident 
that their in-store customer experience is future 
proofed for the next 5 years.

7 in 10 (72%) retail executive directors from smaller 
companies (1-250 employees) said that they 
were confident or very confident that their in-store 
customer experience is future proofed for the  
next 5 years.

Survey of Retail Executives 

Key Findings

72%

93%

72%
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NEW DIGITAL CHANNELS, LOYALTY 
PROGRAMMES AND OFFERS LEAD THE WAY

The executives were next asked what strategies they were 
already using or planning to use in order to future proof their 
bricks and mortar stores.

  

Nearly half of respondents (45%) said that 
committing to new marketing channels and customer 
engagement strategies was planned, with this 
particularly so among larger fashion retailers.

Just over 4 in 10 (41%) executives reported plans to 
implement paperless transactions, rising to 66% for 
retailers who had between 10 and 249 employees.

A third (36%) of executives said they could see their 
business introducing or further developing a loyalty 
programme, rising to 89% of retailers with 100-249 
employees.

Just over a quarter of respondents said they planned 
to introduce new customer offers to encourage 
footfall, with this approach most popular among 
large retailers, of whom 73% said this was planned.

Survey of Retail Executives 

Key Findings

45%

41%

36%

73%
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Survey of Retail Executives 

Key Findings

87%

100%

TECHNOLOGY’S ROLE IN THE FUTURE 
OF THE HIGH STREET

Executives were asked how important they thought the  
role of technology was in preserving and maintaining  
the vibrancy of high street retail.

 
Nearly 9 in 10 executives (87%) believed it to be 
either important or very important, with this feeling 
especially strong among senior leaders in sectors 
such as fashion (88%).

Among the biggest retailers (over 250 employees), 
all those surveyed (100%) consider technology to be 
an important or very important role in supporting the 
future of the high street.
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LOYALTY CARDS ARE IMPORTANT BUT 
NEED TO BE EASIER TO USE

Consumers were asked about their attitude  
towards loyalty cards and their role in  
in-store purchases.

  
Over half (52%) said that they had at least one 
loyalty card that they used regularly, with older 
people and retirees most likely to do so.

Despite being the least likely to possess a loyalty 
card, young people (aged 16-34) were most likely to 
want it to be applied each time they shopped.

This age group were also most likely to find using 
their loyalty to be more hassle than it’s worth (26%) 
and not to have it with them when they need it (22%).

Survey of Consumers

Key Findings

52% LOYALTY

LOYALTY

LOY   ALTY

16-34

26%
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GENERAL SATISFACTION WITH THE 
CURRENT RETAIL EXPERIENCE

Consumers were asked how satisfied  
they are with the overall retail  
experience today.

 
Three quarters (75%) of respondents said they were 
satisfied or very satisfied, but differences exist across 
demographics.

Of respondents who are transgender or don’t identify 
as male or female, or preferred not to say, 27% 
were either dissatisfied or very dissatisfied with their 
experience shopping in stores, which is 9x higher 
than shoppers who identify as male or female.

Dissatisfaction was highest among people aged 16-
34, who were roughly 3x as dissatisfied as older age 
groups.

Survey of Consumers

Key Findings

75%

27%

16-34



Shoppers were asked about some of the  
experiences they’ve had in store whilst shopping  
in the past year.

Over 1 in 3 respondents (36%) said they had found 
that items they were looking for were out of stock, 
with women especially likely to suffer from this issue.

Over 3 in 10 (31%) young people aged 16-24 
found that a retailer wasn’t selling the items they 
wanted to see.

Around 1 in 5 (19%) younger people (aged 16-34) 
had ideas on what a retailer could do better overall 
or how it could improve the in-store experience.

Over 1 in 5 (20%) respondents also said that loyalty 
benefits were missed out on because they didn’t have 
their loyalty card with them.

Among younger people (aged 16-34), there was a 
noticeable trend towards eco-conscious shopping, 
with nearly 1 in 4 (24%) having refused a paper 
receipt on environmental grounds.

Younger people however were also the most likely 
to decline to give their email address in return for a 
digital receipt.

Survey of Consumers

Key Findings

36%

31%

19%

20%

24%

OUT OF
STOCK

LOY   ALTY

14 pqcode

POOR STOCK MANAGEMENT AND 
MEETING CUSTOMERS’ EXPECTATIONS 
REMAIN KEY CHALLENGES



LOST OR FADED RECEIPTS RESTRICTING 
CUSTOMER CHOICE

Respondents who had returned items to a store  
in the last year were asked to share some  
of their experiences.

 
Over three-quarters (77%) of respondents who had 
sought to return an item in the last year had either 
lost their receipt or didn’t have it on them  
meaning they could only secure an exchange rather 
than a refund. 

Nearly half (45%) of Londoners found they had lost 
their receipt when coming to return an item.

3 in 10 (30%) respondents said that they had tried  
to return items to the store but found their receipt 
had faded.

Survey of Consumers

Key Findings

77%

45%

30%

15 pqcode
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PRIVACY CONCERNS UNDERMINING 
DIGITAL RECEIPT SOLUTIONS

Respondents were asked to share their experience  
of email receipts when shopping.

4 in 10 (40%) revealed that they were  
not keen on giving their email address in return  
for a digital receipt as they didn’t want email 
marketing to follow.

Over 1 in 4 (27%) shoppers still had privacy 
concerns around emailed receipts, being unwilling 
for strangers to know their email address.

1 in 3 (30%) student respondents said they didn’t 
like giving their email address for a digital receipt 
because the time it takes to do so holds up the 
queue.  This contrasts with just 10% of retirees who 
think likewise.

Survey of Consumers

Key Findings

40%

27%

30%
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ALTERNATIVES TO EMAIL RECEIPTS 
WELCOMED

Respondents were asked whether they would choose  
a digital receipt over a paper receipt  if they didn’t  
have to give their email address.

Overall, 6 in 10 (61%) respondents said they would 
choose this, rising to 75% of those aged between 16 
and 44.

Over 7 in 10 (71%) respondents in Greater London 
said they would choose a digital copy of their receipt 
over a paper receipt if they weren’t required to give 
their email address.

Survey of Consumers

Key Findings

61%

71%
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Conclusions
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10 https://www.retailgazette.co.uk/blog/2019/07/bm-defies-high-street-gloom-with-sales-like-for-like-growth/ 
11 “The Halo Effect”. 2019. CACI. https://info.caci.co.uk/lpg-online-halo-infographic/
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Conclusions
BRICKS & MORTAR STORES REMAIN ESSENTIAL IN DRIVING HIGHER SALES 

Whilst many commentators have chronicled the 
supposed death of the high street, our survey highlights 
the general contentment many shoppers feel with 
their bricks and mortar experience, with nearly 75% 
of consumers expressing happiness with their retail 
experience. Furthermore, despite the demise of over 
30 well-known retailers since 2008, some retailers 
have even defied the trend with plans to open new 
stores.10

The importance of bricks and mortar stores has been 
underlined by research from consumer and location 
intelligence firm CACI, which found that retailers gain 
a significant boost to their income when they have a 
physical presence alongside their digital storefront11. 
Indeed, their analysis found that retailers who lack 
this physical presence see a 50% reduction in their 
online sales compared to peers who have a mixture of 
physical and digital presence.

When CACI analysed location data, they also found 
that online sales were over 100% higher in the 
catchment area of that retailer’s physical stores, which 
underlines the tremendous importance and influence 
of a physical presence.

Omnichannel has become the new normal. As 
consumers move seamlessly from channel to channel, 
it’s vital that retailers make these transitions as smooth 

as possible. This was reflected in our survey results, with 
more than a third (35%) of retail executives citing the 
ability to join up the online and offline retail experience 
as a key concern for their bricks and mortar stores, 
with 4 in 10 (40%) also suggesting that marketing 
strategies to improve or retain footfall is a primary 
concern. Whether it’s click-and-collect or simply the 
chance to view products in person, the bridge between 
physical and digital retail experiences remains key, 
but with one third of executives concerned about the 
costs involved in implementing new technologies and 
phasing out legacy systems, the process of erecting 
this bridge remains challenging.

Whilst almost all (93%) of large retailers and 7 in 10 SME 
retailers surveyed expressed confidence in their stores 
being future proofed for the next five years, the concerns of  
executives highlighted above show that there is 
no room for complacency. Confidence should 
not dampen efforts to stay at the front line 
of emerging technology and improvements 
to in-store environments as part of a wider  
omnichannel strategy. 
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Personalised and relevant experiences are what 
customers now expect from retailers. This was 
emphasised not only in our survey but in the third State 
of the Connected Customer report from technology 
giant Salesforce12. That report highlights the high 
expectations customers have of interactions with 
retailers, with a particular desire to see experiences and 
products that are customised to them as individuals, 
with data helping to provide tailored engagements 
across multiple touchpoints.

Whilst customers expect retailers to provide this better 
experience, too often they are treated to clunky and 
impersonal interactions that disappoint rather than 
delight. The recent well-documented troubles of the 
Arcadia chain are an example of where recognition of 
customer needs and wants has been missed, and made 
the UK newspaper headlines in doing so. With some 
young customers declaring the Topshop offering is 
“not really how I dress” and not “in style”, it underlines 
how retailers need a continuous dialogue with their 
customer base to ensure an on-trend offering13. 

This sentiment is underlined by our survey results, 
which show nearly 2 in 5 (39%) younger respondents 
(aged 16-34) have had occasions when items they 
wanted were not in stock, and over 1 in 4 (26%) of 
respondents aged 16-44 had experienced a retailer not 
selling items they wanted to see. Whether poor in-store 
experiences were due to there not being enough stock 
of popular items or too much stock of the less popular 
items, it’s clear that staying on trend and keeping 
pace with customers’ demands is simultaneously more 
important and more of a challenge than ever before.

Our survey also highlighted the challenge for retailers 
in meeting the needs of specific demographics, in 
particular transgender respondents and those who 
don’t identify as male or female or who prefer not to 
state a gender. Over 1 in 4 (27%) of this combined 
demographic were either dissatisfied or very 
dissatisfied with their experience shopping in stores. 
Cosmopolitan has reported similarly that non-binary 
people in particular can find a shopping experience 
anything from “tricky to traumatic”14. Finding ways 
for retailers to engage effectively and sensitively with 
these groups to better their experience is essential, and 
those that get it right will no doubt be rewarded with 
custom and loyalty.  

Conclusions
KEEPING PACE WITH CUSTOMER NEEDS AND WANTS IS ESSENTIAL

12  “State Of The Connected Customer”. 2019. Salesforce. https://www.salesforce.com/form/pdf/state-of-the-connected-customer-3rd-edition/?.
13 “Topshop: ‘It’s Not Really How I Dress’”. 2019. BBC News. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-48538968.
14  “9 Struggles Of Shopping On The High Street As A Non-Binary Person”. 2019. Cosmopolitan. https://www.cosmopolitan.com/uk/fashion/style/a23865641/non-

binary-clothes-shopping-struggles-high-street/
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A reticence for customers to provide retailers with their 
email address for a digital receipt is one example of 
a dysfunctional trust relationship between retailer 
and customer. Our survey found that 4 in 10 (40%) 
UK shoppers prefer not to give their email address 
because to do so would lead to unwelcome email 
marketing, and over 1 in 4 (27%) prefer not to do so 
because of privacy concerns in sharing their email out 
loud in store.

Our findings resonate with the findings of the 
Which? survey from 2018 on consumer attitudes 
to data collection, which found that 66% of people 
would not be comfortable if organisations used 
information inferred from their observed shopping 
habits or browsing history, and that a staggering 81% 
people are concerned about organisations selling 
anonymised data to third parties15.

It’s clear that retailers still have a way to go in securing 
the trust of their customers. Whether it be fears of 
being bombarded with marketing or having unknown 
levels of data being scraped in the background, 
customers still value privacy and control in their 
retailer relationships. This customer desire for privacy 
and control of their data means that retailers will need 
to pursue ever greater transparency with, and consent 
from their customers as technology continues to bring 
them ever closer together.

Trust not only extends to the immediate interaction 
between retailer and customer, but also the way the 
retailer behaves as an organisation. Consumers 
increasingly want retailers to act ethically, with 
sustainable products, sustainable practices, and 
contributions back into society. 

Our survey particularly supports the need for ‘green’ 
sustainable practices in-store, with nearly 1 in 4 
young people aged 16-34 choosing not to take a 
paper receipt because of environmental concerns. It 
is therefore perhaps unsurprising to find that over 4 in 
10 (41%) retail executives are looking at implementing 
or continuing paperless transactions in-store as part 
of their ongoing future proofing efforts, and around 
3 in 10 (29%) have sustainability issues as a primary 
concern on their corporate agenda.

PRIVACY AND TRUST STILL A CONCERN FOR CUSTOMERS 

Conclusions

15  “Topshop: ‘It’s Not Really How I Dress’”. 2019. BBC News. https://www.bbc.co.uk/news/business-48538968.
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As retail analyst Natalie Berg said when describing the 
difficulties encountered by fashion retailers Topshop 
and Miss Selfridge, there really is no alternative but 
aggressively to embrace the new wave of technologies 
that market leaders have already adopted with gusto16. 
An urgency to harness technology was reflected in 
the responses from retail executives, the majority of 
whom regarded the role of technology as crucial to 
preserving the high street. Nearly 9 in 10 executives 
(87%) believe the role of technology to be either 
important or very important in preserving high street 
retail, with this feeling especially strong among senior 
leaders in sectors such as fashion (88%).

 

This urgency should be foremost among those retailers 
targeting the younger, and more tech savvy audience. 
Our own data highlighted the significantly higher 
levels of dissatisfaction with the retail experience 
among this age group, with the young (aged 16-34) 
three times as likely to be dissatisfied as their older 
peers. Those findings also resonate with the findings of 
a recent survey conducted by YouGov17, which showed 
that long queues and a lack of stock choice was 
prompting many young people to shop online over  
going in-store.

Whether it’s digitising prices, linking social media 
profiles to the in-store experience, or more effective 
use of digital technology to enhance the in-store 
experience, the potential for digital disruption is 
considerable, and the need to pursue these digital 
routes increasingly obvious. However, with an 
acknowledged skills shortage across the retail sector 
and little indication among executives that training 
is foremost on their agenda, concerns exist about 
the ability of the sector to complete these essential 
digital transformations with the skills currently at their 
disposal. Similarly, concerns over implementation 
costs and training time involved in new solutions are 
acting as barrier to wholesale and swift changes. As 
such, retailers will need to focus on finding a balanced 
approach to navigate through these concerns.

EMBRACING TECHNOLOGY IS KEY TO PRESERVING THE HIGH STREET

Conclusions

16  “Consumers Impatient With In-Store Queues, Choice And Costs Turn Online To Buy: Study”. 2019. Internetretailing. https://internetretailing.net/location/consumers-impatient-
with-in-store-queues-choice-and-costs-turn-online-to-buy-study-19955.

17   “There Is No Such Thing As A ‘Tesco Shopper’ Or ‘Ocado Shopper’”. 2019. The Grocer. https://www.thegrocer.co.uk/consumer-trends/there-is-no-such-thing-as-a-tesco-
shopper-or-ocado-shopper/595737.article.
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The early days of the dot-com era were typified by 
the belief that e-commerce would consume the retail 
sector, and the vast majority of shopping would go 
online. The reality however is that physical and digital 
interfaces are increasingly complementary, with the 
best retailers ensuring a seamless transition between 
the two.

Whilst margins are already squeezed in a highly 
competitive market, retailers should be wary of 
pursuing cost-cutting too aggressively if that cost-
cutting involves trimming their physical store portfolio. 
Notwithstanding the growth in online sales, the 
CACI data reminds us that a physical presence can 
significantly boost digital sales and the two work best 
in unison.

The data tell us that investing in maintaining key 
geographical presences is rewarded with higher overall 
sales. Such investment, together with technological 
improvements to create an in-store experience that 
complements digital interactions is the smart way 
to go, and may be one that could provide the all-
important edge in the most competitive of markets.

CREATE A SEAMLESS PHYSICAL AND DIGITAL RETAIL EXPERIENCE
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The best retailers will able to tailor customised 
experiences that go beyond an email campaign or 
simple product customisation. Being able to offer 
personalisation in a more wholesale manner, for 
example at a wardrobe rather than item level, is one 
example of this increasingly customised experience. 
UK startup Thread, is one example of such a provider, 
using machine learning to help people make smarter 
fashion choices with bespoke recommendations.

In a competitive retail market with increasingly savvy 
shoppers, retailers need to ensure more than ever 
that they are offering products that their existing 
customers want to buy, as well as ones that will attract 
new customers to them. With around 1 in 5 (19%) 
respondents aged 16-34 telling us they had ideas 
of what a retailer could do better or how they could 
improve the in-store experience, and this same age 
bracket being most likely to be dissatisfied with their 
in-store experience, retailers should consider whether  
they are harnessing the most valuable data  
at their disposal. 

Retailers should also be actively exploring new and 
dynamic marketing channels that have potential to 
entice new customers through their doors or online. 
Today, a semi-regular marketing email to the same 
customer database coupled with some social media 
advertisements feels as outdated as it is unexciting for 
customers. Tapping into wider eco-systems and digital 
channels could well prove to be a worthwhile venture.

Some of the big players are already cottoning on to 
the importance of the bigger picture; for example, in 
the recent tie-up between Ocado and M&S, Ocado 
boss Tim Steiner highlighted the importance of not 
only of serving the customers they already have as 
effectively as possible, but also those they don’t18. This 
is of particular importance in the grocery sector where 
customer loyalty is fairly fluid and new players such as 
Aldi and Lidl have swept in with low prices and broad 
appeal, scooping up impressive customer numbers in 
the process.

As with so many industries, the most successful 
retailers will be those who are able to adapt to the 
changing demands of their consumers, with others 
falling behind or missing trends at their peril. This will 
require not only data at a laser-focused level, but also 
a skilled and adaptable workforce who can provide a 
range of exceptional experiences to consumers. The 
range of possible approaches remains vast, but one 
thing is clear: if you want to thrive in the coming years, 
then staying stagnant is not an option.

ENGAGE WITH CUSTOMERS TO MAKE OFFERINGS RELEVANT AND PERSONAL
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Up until recently, understanding customers better by harnessing 
data has presented not only a considerable logistical challenge on 
accessing it, but also a significant ethical challenge – particularly 
around the data being shared with third parties in the supply 
chain. In a post-Cambridge Analytica world, customers are more 
acutely aware of privacy concerns and data-handling than ever 
before. The 66% of people found by Which? to be uncomfortable 
with inferred data regarding their lives and habits, and the 81% 
concerned about data being sold to third parties, typifies this 
exactly19. At the same time, however, the data from our own survey 
shows over 50% of UK shoppers have one or more loyalty cards 
that they use regularly, notwithstanding that loyalty schemes (from 
a retailers’ perspective at least) are very much all about data. 

How can these positions be reconciled? We believe the answer 
lies in the distinction between ‘passive’ data collection (‘data 
scraping’), and ‘active’ data collection involving some degree of 
willing participation. Being watched and analysed by relentless 
data crunching makes consumers uncomfortable because of 
the inherent lack of transparency involved. It has a feeling of 
commoditisation about it, and many consumers don’t want to feel 
like a data pawn for big corporates. 

With loyalty programmes, however, the use of a loyalty card 
represents a bargain struck between retailer and customer. The 
basic premise is well-understood: the customer promises their 
regular custom in exchange for the retailer promising to reward 
their loyalty with money off or other benefits. Whether the consumer 
actively considers it or not, there is at least a tacit acceptance by the 
consumer of data crunching in this scenario because consumers 
accept that it’s part and parcel of the loyalty relationship. Data 
itself is not the problem, it’s how it’s acquired that really matters.

Whether it be loyalty or other methods, the consensual, more 
transparent approach to data collection is what consumers are 
comfortable with. As retailers require more data to keep pace 
with shifting landscapes, the growing need for better quality data 
will bring these transparency issues into ever-sharper focus. It 
will be those retailers who are up-front, transparent, and actively 
engaging with their customers who will be rewarded with not only 

more valuable and useful data, but also their customers’ trust.

Sustainability efforts further represent an opportunity for retailers 
to steal a march on the competition by leading the way on 
ethical practices. Corporate social responsibility is no longer just 
the preserve of multinational corporates, and now extends all 
the way down to even the single high street boutique. Whether 
it be swapping plastic bags for paper bags, paperless receipt 
solutions, or reducing packaging, as momentum gathers in 
an environmentally-aware society, retailers are at risk of being 
punished by eco-conscious consumers if they don’t keep up. 
Successful trials for Waitrose with its ‘Unpacked’ scheme, which 
allows customers to buy certain produce with their own containers, 
is a good example of the importance being placed on the drive 
towards sustainable practices.

Drives towards sustainability, however, must still remain practical 
and suitable for customers. McDonald’s replacement earlier this 
year of recyclable straws with non-recyclable paper versions hated 
by customers is a good example of the road to hell being paved 
with good intentions. 

This is similarly the case with the concept of the itemised paper 
receipt. Essential for returns on the one hand, but inconvenient 
and environmentally unfriendly on the other, customers should 
not have to find themselves between a rock and hard place. 
Increasingly, self-service checkouts in particular have started 
offering the choice of whether to take a receipt at all, but this 
avoids rather than solves the problem for something that retailers 
advise customers to “retain for their records”. Indeed, of those who 
had sought to return an item in-store in the last 12 months, a 
significant 77% of respondents had lost or otherwise didn’t have 
their receipt.

Rather than leaving consumers to choose between protecting their 
rights and protecting the environment, retailers should instead 
consider whether innovation in this sphere could in fact offer novel 
and untapped digital potential while simultaneously providing 
greater convenience to customers. 

COMMUNICATE ETHICAL USE OF DATA AND SUSTAINABLE 
PRACTICES TO INSTIL TRUST

18Pay And Display: How To Win In The New Age Of Retail. 2019. Ebook. Samsung and Retail Gazette.
19 Control, Alt Or Delete? The Future Of Consumer Data. 2018. Ebook. Which. https://about-which.s3.amazonaws.com/policy/media/

documents/5b5f07fc6be5f-Control%20Alt%20or%20Delete%20report.pdf.
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It is an omnichannel, customer-driven, and ethical 
approach to retail that will drive success for retailers 
in the coming years. As with so many things, however, 
this is easier said than done. Some of the data and 
conclusions will doubtless be well-familiar to many 
retail executives, but the real challenge is finding the 
effective mediums by which to pursue these goals.

New technology is coming to market on a seemingly 
monthly basis. Finding the right solutions that will deliver 
maximum utility to a retailer and its consumers is key. 
Where technology is going to improve the relationship 
between retailer and customer, consumers will not only 
need to buy into it but also understand it if retailers are  
ultimately to benefit. 

A lack of consumer understanding will hold back trust 
in technological innovation, since the less something 
is understood by the customer, the more suspicious 
and slower to adopt they will be. Similarly, proposed 
solutions need to appeal to the widest customer base. 
Technologies that will only work for a small percentage 
of tech-savvy customers risk falling flat in the short to 
medium term.

On the retailer side, simplicity of deployment will be 
key if new technologies are to be adopted successfully. 
Solutions that require levels of technical integration 
with retailer systems, especially legacy systems, are 
unlikely to excite retailers, irrespective of benefits 
to customers because the risks are just too high. A 
premium will therefore be placed on those solutions 
that can operate with the lightest touch and be 
implemented with minimal fuss.

As such, it is the solutions that can deliver tangible  
benefits to both retailers and customers in a 
straightforward, uncomplicated way that will flourish. 
The golden ticket for retailers will be those technologies 
that can simultaneously fulfil customer and retailer 
needs while appealing to the widest possible range 
of users. In implementing any solution, however, 
retailers should keep their customers’ satisfaction at 
the forefront. In the words of Cognizant’s Antonella 
Bonanni, the best way to become a part of a consumer’s 
life is through honest, consistent interactions. The 
retailers who get that right will undoubtedly reap the 
rewards. 

FIND THE SIMPLE SOLUTIONS THAT PROVIDE ACCESS TO 
THE WIDEST CUSTOMER BASE
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Methodology
The research was conducted by Censuswide, with 
100 UK c-suite, board members, IT decision makers, 
CTOs and/or senior execs in the retail sector between 
20.06.2019 - 02.07.2019. 

The research was conducted by Censuswide, 
with 2,004 UK consumers between 19.06.2019 - 
25.06.19. Censuswide abide by and employ members 
of the Market Research Society which is based on the 
ESOMAR principles. 

About pqCode
pqCode is a smartphone app that enables retailers 
to extend customer lifetime value by allowing them 
to engage with in-store customers post transaction 
and by supercharging the signup and usage of their 
existing loyalty scheme. It provides customers with a 
single repository for all their loyalty cards and digital 
receipts. It works by scanning a customer’s pqCode 
like a barcode at the point of sale, which automatically 
applies the right loyalty card and channels the 
customer’s receipt digitally. It can operate as a zero-
integration with retailers’ POS systems.

About Censuswide
Censuswide is a full service research agency that 
deliver both quantitative and qualitative research. It has 
access to a range of different demographics ranging 
from general consumers to c-suites across 60+ global 
markets. Censuswide abide by and employ members 
of the Market Research Society. All survey panellists are 
double opted in (with an opt-in and validation process) 
in line with MRS and ESOMAR standards.
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