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epartment stores seem to be in
terminal decline. In the UK, the
demise of British Home Stores and

Poundworld, together with store closures
by Marks and Spencer and House of Fraser,
are local symptoms of a wider malaise.
Luxurious Parisian store La Samaritaine
closed in 2005 and Sears – once a
cornerstone of North American 
retailing – has also shut dozens of 
stores in recent years.

The job losses and economic fallout from
these closures are enough cause for upset,
but what makes this decline all the more
significant is the role that department
stores have played in shaping towns and
cities for the last 150 years or more. Their
closure casts a shadow of doubt over high

streets and town centres across the UK.
That is why it is worth reminding ourselves
what is being lost – and why department
stores are so special.

Most department stores in Britain started
small, often as drapers, such as House of
Fraser. They grew bit by bit, adding new
lines and gradually growing their premises
through piecemeal acquisition. By the
early 20th Century, most small towns had
a department store and many larger centres
had several competing for customers or
targeting different social groups.

Regional chains of stores grew in the early
decades of the 20th century, but many
were swallowed up – along with a large
number of independent stores – by
national chains such as Debenhams, the

Jon Stobart analyses 
the current decline of 
department stores and
what can be done to 
improve their future
prospects.

Forgotten grandeur
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Drapery Trust and later House of Fraser.
Carefully tracing stores through trade
directories reveals 600 or more
department stores across Britain by the
1930s. Their influence was widespread,
even though they never enjoyed more
than about 5% of total retail sales.

Shaping the high street

The impact of department stores on the
high street grew with the size of their
premises. The companies built large,
integrated stores – for example, Beatties
(lately House of Fraser) in Wolverhampton
occupied most of a block in the centre of
town. Once established, these stores often
became linchpins around which other
shops congregated, drawn by the 
growing footfall.

Architects and planners have been inspired
by the pulling power of department stores
when designing successive generations of
shopping centres, from Milton Keynes
Shopping Centre, in which John Lewis was
the linchpin, to the Trafford Centre in
Manchester and Bull Ring in Birmingham,
both of which have Selfridges as their

anchor store. Such monumental buildings
were designed to impress, of course, but
they were also needed to accommodate
an ever-expanding range of goods.

As early as the 1870s, the unlikely
sounding Civil Service Supply Association
in London boasted that it sold ‘anything
from a blotting-pad to a bicycle or a
billiard table – from ginger beer to carte
Blanche champagne’. The range and scale
of this operation made such stores the
Amazon of their day – and unsurprisingly,
they drew howls of protest from small
retailers, who complained about unfair
competition from leviathans.

As with Amazon, department stores
introduced innovative new technology,
such as lifts, escalators and air purification
systems, as well as new systems of stock
control that allowed them to track which
lines were selling well and which were
slow moving. Many also operated both 
in-store and mail-order businesses,
sending out price lists and receiving 
orders by the thousands.

Putting on a show

By the 1890s, some large stores were
doing as much as one third of their
business by post, and developed separate
departments to deal with demand, yet the
physical shop remained the cornerstone of
the department store’s business. It was the
experience of coming into the shop that
marked department stores as different
from most other shops.

There was a growing emphasis on the
display of goods in the shop window and
inside the shop. Plenty of other shops had
their wares out on display, but department
stores offered their customers a different
scale of choice and variety in the things
that could be seen and handled.

American visitors were to complain about
‘shop-walkers’, who escorted well-heeled
customers between departments and
discouraged the ‘wrong type’ of person

from entering the shop. However, these
were most evident in larger London stores.
Browsing was encouraged by many shops
and advertisements reassured customers 
that there was no obligation to buy.

Self-service was pioneered in some stores,
such as Lewis’s, but counter service
remained the norm through to the
interwar years and beyond, and persists
today in lines such as perfume and make-
up. What really marked out department
stores was the array of services they
offered in addition to the goods on sale.
They provided toilets, restrooms and
tearooms, which kept women in particular
in the store for longer, increasing the
opportunity for sales. There were also
fashion shows, string quartets, Santa at
Christmas, exhibitions and art galleries,
rooftop golf courses, balloon launches
and even novelty acts such as a girl, hired
by Bentall’s in Kingston, who would dive
20m into a tank of water.

This is what made the department store
more than a shop; it was a place to go, a
place where memories were made. Today,
online retailers can offer a much greater
array of goods, often at much keener
prices than is possible in store. What
department stores have lost, perhaps, is
the excitement that they once held as an
experience. If they can find ways to
reclaim that magic, then perhaps their
prospects will not be so bleak after all.

Department stores have lost the exciting customer experience
they once offered

Department stores offered their customers a different scale of
choice and variety in the things that could be seen and handled

British Home Stores closed its doors for the final time 
in 2016

Most department stores like House of Fraser started small, 
often as drapers
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Arjan Sissing discusses the vital role 
logistics plays in the fashion industry.

From start-up
to catwalk
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t first glance, fashion and logistics
do not have much in common.
The world of fashion, on the one

hand, is glitzy, highly creative and seems
to be all about style, beauty and the 
latest trends. The transport and logistics
sector – the world of trucks containers
and pallets – is, on the other hand, highly
pragmatic. However, the two worlds have
more in common than you might think.
Factors such as time, precision and
attention to detail play huge roles in both.

In fashion logistics, special needs and
requirements are the norm, which means
that standard, off-the-shelf solutions are
simply not an option. In short, the logistics
needs of customers in fashion, retail and
e-commerce are as unique as their
products. For young fashion designers, the
flashbulb frenzy on the runway of a major
fashion show is usually a distant dream.
However, logistics plays a very important
role, especially for small fashion start-ups.
Whether it is sending product samples,
supplying boutiques with final product,
online store shipping or managing 
returns, small companies face numerous
logistics hurdles.

Rixo

The story of new British label Rixo
provides a case in point. As sales from its
own online shop began picking up steam,
the company founders Henrietta Rix and
Orlagh McCloskey stopped posting the
packages themselves and arranged for
DHL to pick them up. Outsourcing the 
first mile was just a small step, but one
that allowed the young entrepreneurs 
to improve their processes and
concentrate on their own business.

The label has long-since outgrown the
student apartment where it all started.
Rixo’s creations have made it into the

major fashion stores, its online business 
is booming and its clothes are being worn 
by celebrities such as Lily James and
Sandra Bullock.

Grana

The Grana brand stands for affordable
luxury, specialising in clothing made from
the highest quality fabrics. Made from
Chinese silk, Mongolian cashmere or
Peruvian pima cotton, Grana’s products
are now being sold in 70 countries
through its online and pop-up stores.
Founder Luke Grana attributes his success
most of all to outstanding value for
money, made possible thanks to an
intelligent, streamlined business model
that relied from the beginning on its
attention to logistics.

Grana focused on e-commerce from the
start, using a single distribution warehouse
in Hong Kong from which clothes are sent
to customers all around the world. DHL
Express worked with Grana to develop a
model that integrated directly into our 
e-commerce systems.

Lindex

Another example of successful logistics
collaboration can be found through
Swedish fashion chain Lindex, which
requires access to 480 stores across 
18 markets, as well as online in about 30
markets. DHL Global Forwarding handles
all freight transport in Lindex’s highly
complex network. There are 140 suppliers
and 240 different production facilities
involved in manufacturing Lindex
products, which then make their way to
retail stores and end customers via the
company’s three distribution centres in
Sweden, the Czech Republic and 
Saudi Arabia.

Fashion weeks

The size and logistics needs of companies
such as Lindex and Grana are very
different, but both demand the same high
level of care, precision and punctuality. 
In fashion logistics, these are the decisive
factors for customers of all sizes – from
tiny fashion start-ups to global retail
chains. They are especially important
when tackling the biggest challenge of all
in fashion logistics: the major international
fashion show.

For many years, DHL has served as Official
Logistics Partner to famous fashion events,
including London Fashion Week, Amazon
Fashion Week Tokyo or the Cairo Fashion
Festival. Executing these kinds of events is
a complex process with very tight
timelines, requiring us to work behind the
scenes, making sure, among other things,
that collections arrive at the venue reliably
and on time.

02031 760148

Arjan Sissing

Head of Brand Marketing,
Deutsche Post DHL Group.

In conclusion

In the crush of our daily work, we
sometimes lose sight of the longer
term trends. To help keep an eye on
the long-term horizon, DHL has
collaborated for several years now
with major industry associations and
works alone or in cooperation with
these associations to address the
future challenges in fashion and
fashion logistics. Working in
partnership with key fashion
organisations across the globe,
such as the British Fashion Council,
Council of Fashion Designers of
America, Camera Nazionale della
Moda Italiana, the Japan Fashion
Week Organization and IMG, DHL
provides tailored initiatives to help
fashion businesses streamline their
international logistics and grow 
their business in new markets.

Fashion is a seasonal business driven
by fast-moving trends. To succeed, a
designer’s collection must capture 
the spirit of the times. Moreover,
timing is key to getting the collection
on to the world’s high-profile
catwalks or into the popular
boutiques and online stores. In
fashion, production and sales are
highly globalised and time-sensitive
processes, which is why customised
logistics solutions are so important.

A

DHL has served as the Official Logistics Partner for London Fashion Week

@DHLfashion
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Anthony Kent investigates why the high street should
better harness digital technology inside its shops.

Embracing
the digital world

in store
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t has become almost fashionable
to predict doom and gloom for
high street clothes shops, and the

outlook can indeed seem bleak. The
British firm Next announced a slide in
profits for 2017, which its Chief Executive
described as the toughest 12 months of
the last 25 years. Jobs are at risk at the
Select chain, and New Look is closing
stores.

These events reinforce the view that the
very act of going to a shop may be in
terminal decline. However, the retail
landscape is more complex and resilient
than it might seem, and profitable
business opportunities are still up for
grabs. Recent challenges facing retailers
have included uncertainties surrounding
Brexit and a decline in consumer
confidence. Then there is the rising cost of
imported merchandise, employment and
business rates. Online competition has
fundamentally changed the profitability 
of physical retail stores.

The problems go back further than this,
though. The financial collapse in 2007
affected consumer spending and, over 
a number of years before and after that,
retailers were faced with the high location
costs of long term leases on their shops.

The dangers of overexpansion go back
even further. Next was particularly
ambitious when it launched in the 1980s,
with innovative stores, carefully chosen
clothes ranges, and the Next Directory,
which offered a new and stylish approach
to catalogue selling. The fashionable
lifestyle promoted by Next was popular
and led to opportunities to extend rapidly
the company’s number of stores. It was
relatively easy for Next and its rivals to 
bid for new sites.

Out-of-town stores, retail parks and
regional shopping centres provided other
opportunities to do the weekly shop by 
car and combine it with leisure time.
Cathedrals of consumption provided new
hedonistic experiences. Public spaces
from museums to railway stations were
filled with retailers, cafés and other
services. Shops and shopping became
ubiquitous.

However, maintaining the distinctiveness
of a retail brand and its continued appeal
to loyal and new customers requires
considerable attention. In part, the current
decline is due to the complications of
being different, while maintaining a
consistent brand identity and being agile
enough to deploy resources to meet 
new challenges.

Investment in logistics and IT systems is
not very exciting, but it enables the retailer
to respond faster and more accurately to
consumer demand. The successful fashion
label Ted Baker is testament to this after
spending big on new infrastructure 
and distribution.

When competing with online orders that
can be delivered in a day, timeliness is
even more significant. However, chasing
sales, rather than a distinctive position in
the market, has contributed to the erosion
and even the collapse of some brands.

For those retailers not competing purely
on cost (as shops like Primark do),
consumer experience provides some
answers to those asking what to do with
the shop. Stores can be reorganised to
appeal to the consumer who is weary –
and perhaps wary – of buying more
things. People are increasingly interested
in spending their money on experiences
instead of possessions. Next is reportedly
considering offerings including spas,
prosecco bars and hairdressers.

Here is the rub, though: these, too, need
to be distinctive. A future high street full 
of similar experiential offerings will just
replicate the problems faced today.

Fresh ideas

Instead, retailers may need to look
towards more innovative solutions. 
Pop-up stores and concessions can
maintain consumer interest and offer a
degree of flexibility when fashionable
experiences move on.

Another less developed route would be
the use of technology to communicate
with customers in ways that merge the
physical and digital worlds. Interactive
screens, video displays, virtual reality
devices and holograms all offer a wide
range of opportunities to engage with
consumers. The content can be easily
changed and adapted in windows, on
interior walls and on standalone screens
positioned around the store. The screen
can even interact with customers through
their own mobile devices. Promotional
and merchandising activity can be
personalised and quickly updated or
slowed down to make the stay in the 
store a more relaxing experience.

Finding ways to use the digital world
inside the store – getting it on side rather
than fighting it – can offer a longer term
solution for a distinctive and competitive
high street.

I

Interactive screens offer opportunities to engage with 
consumers

Could embracing the digital world save our high streets?

Augmented reality has been introduced across some Zara stores
in the USA

‘Investment in logistics and
IT systems is not very 
exciting, but it enables the
retailer to respond faster
and more accurately to 
consumer demand.’

01158 488170

Anthony Kent

Professor of Fashion Marketing,
Nottingham Trent University.

anthony.kent@ntu.ac.uk

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons licence.
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rom financial rewards to 
ever-changing product lines, 
fast fashion continues to present

multiple benefits for retailers and their
consumers. However, it is difficult to
ignore what impact this is having on the
environment: the vast amount of
resources it consumes, the water
pollution, the use of toxic chemicals and
increasing levels of textile waste. As the
Government cracks down on the
overconsumption of clothes and shines 
a light on its negative implications, by
urging brands to pay a penny on every
garment they sell to fund a £35 million
annual recycling scheme, it has become
more important than ever that retailers
reconsider how their clothes are
manufactured.

Knowing the concerns around ethical
practices and throwaway garments,
retailers should now be trying to make
fundamental changes to their supply
chain. Visibility is key; without it, brands
are unable to have a deep understanding
of how and in what conditions their
products are made.

A major consequence of fast fashion is 
the increased use of forced labour. In
order to combat this and reduce the risk 
of unknowingly selling items that have
been produced in unethical conditions,
retailers need to invest in more thorough
processes. This includes utilising
technology to conduct stringent factory
audits and track each stage of every
individual product’s journey, right the way
from production to sale. In order to avoid

suppliers resorting to crooked processes,
retailers need to have an agreement in
place with suppliers that ensure quality,
safe procedures are their priority, not
rock-bottom costs and vast quantities.

Transparency helps more brands to
explore what raw materials are being 
used and whether they have been sourced
ethically. It is vital that retailers look into
where their timber comes from, how their
fabric is made and what dyes are being
used. With this knowledge, they will be
able to make valuable decisions about
exactly what changes need to be made 
in order to become more sustainable.

Quality is also an important factor; it is 
far easier to prevent breakages than make
repairs. Retailers must therefore start from

Alan Gunner looks at the major consequences of fast fashion
and how retailers need to improve their current practices.

F

Fast fashion and
its impact on the
environment
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the source, and create products of high
quality that will meet the expectations of
the consumer and, most importantly, will
last. Maintaining rigorous product control
and product inspection procedures to
identify quality defects will help retailers 
to ensure every product is made to a high
standard. With this approach, brands can
create a best-practice model that will
enable more and more consumers to keep
their garments for longer, reducing the
number of items that are unnecessarily
thrown away.

There is no doubt that introducing

stringent and more efficient processes 

will greatly reduce negative environmental

impacts. However, this needs to work

alongside a system of waste reduction

brought about by turning the traditional

linear economy (take, make, dispose) into

a circular economy. Extract the maximum

value from the garment while in use, then

recover and regenerate the materials at

the end of its life, so it re-enters the

economy and never ends up as waste.

This can extend beyond the product. 
Take packaging, for example. Those
retailers that use less packaging will be
able to reduce the size of cartons. This will
not only take up fewer resources, but also
means a higher product density can be
achieved within shipping containers and
trucks so fewer journeys are made. Should
retailers be mandating a recycling scheme,
they should make use of the trucks
delivering new stock to stores to pick up
garments set to be recycled. All these
factors will be key to reducing a retailer’s
carbon footprint and will put it ahead in
the environmental stakes.

As campaigners and MPs clamp down on
fast fashion, retailers should see this as an
opportunity to improve their supply chain.
Now is the time for all brands to get their
house in order when it comes to supplier
visibility, quality control, factory audits 
and packaging practices. After all,
consumers are becoming increasingly
influenced by sustainable and ethical
practices, and it is those who fail to make
the necessary changes who risk falling
behind in today’s market.

Government is urging brands to pay a penny on every garment
they sell to fund a £35 million annual recycling scheme

alan.gunner@adjuno.com

A major consequence of fast fashion is the increased use of labour in unethical conditions

Most of the fashion  industry’s
waste ends up in landfill sites

Fast fashion continues to present multiple benefits for retailers
and their consumers
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hifting towards e-commerce has
helped many retailers counteract
the decline of the high street.

Swapping bricks and mortar for online is
more cost-effective in many ways, but one
problem it raises is returns.

Fashion retail is perhaps the sector feeling
this pinch the most. With the average UK
consumer spending £313 each year on
clothing only to return almost 50% of it1, 
it is clear to see how profits are 
being eroded.

Greater product choice and convenience
tempts consumers to virtual stores, but
these online shops do not solve the issue
of trying before buying. Returns are clearly
the answer to this from the buyer’s point
of view, as shown in a recent Optoro
report that revealed 89% of shoppers
actively review a brand’s returns policy
before making a purchase online. As well
as this, 69% of UK consumers expect
returns to be free.2

Because of this, retailers have little choice
but to absorb the cost. After all, if you do
not offer a competitive returns option,
customers will go elsewhere. It is possible
to get returned goods into the hands of

another customer, but each journey and
process increases costs, which eats away
at margins. Added to this, stock away from
virtual shelves is stock that cannot be
resold: a real concern when dealing with
high-value items.

A balance has to be struck. Retailers need
to match consumers’ returns expectations,
but also limit the financial impact on their
own business. Reducing the number of
items sent back due to sizing issues by
using better online guides, or encouraging
returns to physical locations are two of
many cost-cutting options, but, there are
times that returns are unavoidable.

In these cases, it is important for the
delivery partner to think creatively and
better utilise technology – for example,
online portals make arranging collections
for bulky or high-value items easier for the
consumer and, in turn, allow for better
route optimisation to reduce miles on 
the road.

Consolidation centres around urban
environments can also be used to cut 
the distances returned items must travel.
Having the option quickly to consolidate,
refurbish, locally resend, recycle or even

resell stock internationally can keep costs
down. Paired with effective track-and-trace
technology, it is possible for retailers to
redistribute goods to new customers
without having to receive them physically
and resend. This relies on stringent quality
control checks at consolidation centres.

Investing in the right technology can lead
to returned goods travelling fewer miles
on the road and spending less time off 
the shelf, keeping margins as healthy as
possible for retailers.

01249 710000

Huw Jenkins

Director of General Merchandise,
Wincanton.

Huw Jenkins investigates why investing in the right technology can lead to
returned goods travelling fewer miles and spending less time off the shelf.

S
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n November 2018, e-commerce
exceeded 20% of total retail
spending for the first time. This

growth brings with it new opportunities
but also represents challenges for the 
high street.

As well as the rise in e-commerce, there
are other challenges facing the high street,
such as rising costs and low consumer
confidence impacting spending, but these
challenges do not have to spell the end of
the traditional shopping experience. In
fact, there are signs of confidence in all
areas of retail. Take the homeware giant
Ikea opening two new megastores in the
space of six months, or even Amazon
bringing its brand to life for consumers.

There is a perception that the challenges
with bricks-and-mortar retailing arise
because it cannot compete with e-
commerce, when in fact the cost of
fulfilment and logistics for online orders
can be up to four times higher per unit
than traditional bricks-and-mortar
models. Final mile delivery is continually
driving costs with fulfilment prices for
picking order quantities and high return
volumes further eroding margins.

While consumer behaviours are constantly
evolving and challenging the industry, high
street bricks-and-mortar stores will remain
an essential part of the consumer shopping
journey, as the personal service the high
street offers cannot be fully replicated

online. However, retailers do need to adapt
the way they fit their stores into their
channel offering and reconsider how their
physical assets are managed and utilised.

From multichannel to omni-channel

While the vast majority of traditional
retailers have now established a
multichannel offering, a survey of global
retailers reveals that the majority (86%) 
do not believe current supply chains are 
fit for purpose to deliver a successful 
omni-channel offering; 81% believe that
supply chain transformation – not
incremental improvements – is required 
to move from a multichannel world to 
an omni-channel world.1

Martin Willmor assesses why retailers need to adapt the way they operate
in-store to continue being a part of the consumer shopping journey.

I

high street
The high street will always

have a place in society

Rethinking
the role of the
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Retailers considering an omni-channel
supply chain strategy should start with a
holistic assessment of their business’s
unique proposition and capabilities. It is
not enough to apply an omni-channel
strategy to an existing, traditional supply
chain for bricks and mortar, they need to
be built together and developed
continually.

With any omni-channel strategy, retailers
must make sure that their customer
service propositions are achievable and
that their back-end supply chain is able to
support this. It is crucial to pilot and test
any new omni-channel initiatives to
ensure the appropriate back-end
operations are in place to deliver
successfully any new customer promises.
If businesses fail to do this, they risk
causing higher costs and giving their
customer a negative experience.

Using high street stores as assets

As omni-channel warehousing and
fulfilment centres require more flexibility
in size, services, and location to react to
demand in the shortest amount of time
possible, there is an opportunity to
achieve this by utilising the fixed assets
retailers already have. Retailers can
potentially use their bricks-and-mortar
portfolio as micro-warehouses to service
all channels. This will help them improve
e-commerce lead-times and reduce
delivery costs, ultimately sweating the
assets to improve customer service
quality.

Sharing the cost to serve

When you consider that in the UK 28% of
supply chain transport is running empty, it
makes a lot of sense for retailers to look at
the efficiency of the transport networks
delivering to stores. Collaboration
between customers can help reduce
empty running by sharing loads and
reloading return routes. The financial
benefit for each retailer involved is
significant, with the delivery cost per unit
lessening. In addition, it means fewer
vehicles on the road and an overall lower
carbon output.

As demand increases for smaller, more
frequent deliveries to service convenience
outlets and satisfy the need for faster
replenishment and next-day delivery for
click-and-collect, collaboration is going to
be a key way to make this level of service
financially viable for retailers.

Vital part of the future

While consumers might sometimes forget
to show their love for the high street, it
does not mean they would be willing to
live without it. It will always have a place in
society, as well as being a major part of the
UK economy, but the physical stores do
need to be treated differently to make
them sustainable. They need to be worked
as operational assets, as well as brand
assets, and retailers must rethink the way
they serve them, as just one part of a
blended customer experience.

In November 2018, e-commerce exceeded 20% of total retail spending for the first time

The personal service the high street offers cannot be fully replicated online

‘While consumers might 
sometimes forget to show their
love for the high street, it does
not mean they would be willing
to live without it.’

02031 760148

Martin Willmor

Managing Director,
DHL Supply Chain UK and Ireland.

logistics.dhl
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fter a long and strong wave of
offshoring – manufacturers
moving their factories abroad,

often to low-cost countries such as 
China – limits to that model have
emerged, especially in the fashion
industry. These include hidden costs in
logistics, quality and in coordination, as
well as counterfeiting, negative impact 
on the environment and poor working
conditions. Trends are also changing 
more rapidly, making long supply 
chains problematic.

The fashion industry is a particularly
interesting case as it is labour intensive –
particularly the stitching, which has not
yet been automated – and has offshored
substantially to lower costs. Yet it is also
an industry in which clusters exist and
flourish – for example, Prato in Italy, 
or the garment centres in London, 
New York and Paris.

A study from Boston Consulting Group
shows a reduction in the gap between
labour costs in China and the USA,
because of an increase in Chinese labour

costs and rising productivity in the USA. 
It therefore suggests in numerous industries,
there may be a wave of reshoring – that is,
bringing manufacturing back after it was
offshored. Reshoring is also becoming a
buzzword in Europe, and the benefits of
manufacturing for European countries 
are clear.

While offshoring can cut some costs, 
it has been shown to reduce firms’
capacity for innovation. Pisano and Shih,
researchers from MIT, in 2012 proposed 
a framework that allows industries to be
classified based on their innovation 
type – for example, pure product, pure
process, process-embedded and 
process-driven. Fashion is considered a
process-embedded innovation industry,
which means that design and
manufacturing have to be co-located for
firms to sustain their capacity to innovate.
As a consequence, the recommendation
from Pisano and Shih is to co-locate the
two activities in the country of origin.
Innovation is presented as an additional
argument in favour of reshoring.

Céline Abecassis-Moedas
and Valérie Moattido look
at why manufacturers
should omni-shore, 
not reshore.

A

Offshoring in the fashion industry includes hidden costs and can create poor working conditions

Reshoring: 
the buzzword 
in fashion
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Digitisation, automation and the Industry
4.0 technologies are also presented as
changing the manufacturing landscape 
in fashion, encouraging closer
manufacturing locations.

Complex picture

An in-depth analysis of 20 European
fashion companies (realised by the authors
within the ESCP Europe Lectra Fashion
and Technology chair) shows a more
complex picture.

European firms perceive sourcing
countries differently depending on
whether they are distant (in Asia) or close
(in Europe, Turkey or North Africa), rather
than the usual dichotomy of local vs
distant sourcing. Manufacturing in the
home country is virtually non-existent.
None of the companies examined
reshored from far-sourcing countries to
the home country, but quite a few shifted
to close-sourcing places (nearshoring).
The majority of firms are manufacturing
more than half of their volumes in 
close-sourcing destinations.

All firms examined manage a complex
portfolio of sourcing locations, either
allocating certain products to particular
locations (jeans in Turkey for instance) or
allocating same products to different
sourcing locations depending on the
product life cycle – close in smaller series
at the beginning of the season, then
distant in large quantities, and again close
for replenishment at the end of the
season. This is what we call omni-shoring
– that is a complex portfolio of multiple
sourcing (close and far) according to
products and their degree of innovation
and complementing each other.

Strategies

On the other hand, the need to coordinate
design and manufacturing when not co-
located is essential, but firms use a variety
of strategies beyond co-location in the
home country. Some have developed a
reverse co-location, in which firms move
design close to manufacturing, rather than
the other way around – for example, some
large players in the European fashion
industry have moved part of or all of their
design department to Hong Kong or
China. Another coordination mechanism is
to locate prototyping – the early step of
manufacturing, considered critical for the
innovation process – close to design,
while the rest of the manufacturing phases
can be distant.

Some firms manufacture in distant
countries that have some cultural
proximity – for example, British firms can
choose Thailand because of a greater level
of English fluency. Others manufacture in
distant locations in their own facilities or
through strong partnerships, which 
allows for greater control and a stronger
coordination. Finally, the use of
manufacturing and communication
technologies – for example, product
lifecycle management and 3D design –
intermediaries or regular and systematic
trips of designers to manufacturing plants
is also a strong coordination mechanism.
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VALÉRIE MOATTI

In conclusion

Our analysis shows a more subtle
approach of what distance is, beyond
its purely geographical dimension,
and therefore of how it is managed.
Four strategies to manage distance
between design and manufacturing
emerged:

• Avoiding distance by co-location 
or reverse co-location

• Segmenting geographical distance,
by segmenting manufacturing
between prototyping and product
development, and bulk
manufacturing

• Hedging against geographical
distance through other forms of
proximity, such as cultural or
institutional proximity
(manufacturing in distant locations
in a firm’s own plants)

• Facilitating geographical distance,
through the use of technologies

The term ‘omni-shoring’ reveals a 
rich portfolio of sourcing destinations
(close and far) and of institutional
models (a firm’s own facilities and
subcontracted ones) that is definitely
complex and allows firms to manage
different products, seasons, series 
and more. This study of the fashion
industry shows that the need for 
co-location between design and
manufacturing can be managed in
different ways. These strategies are
also food for thought for other
industries that want to manufacture
outside of their home country
without sacrificing innovation.

Omni-shoring refers to a complex portfolio of multiple sourcing according to products and their degree of innovation

This article is republished from The Conversation
under a Creative Commons licence.
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mbracing technology is
prerequisite for success in the
modern retail environment. 

There are many ways in which retailers 
can deliver a new in-store experience, and
while some retailers will undoubtedly look
to emulate the touch-free Amazon Go
model, for many others, human interaction
is the primary and fundamental component
of a positive bricks-and-mortar experience.
From hiking boots to party shoes, it is still
the shared experience of the store associate
and customer that will remain an essential
component of the in-store engagement
for many.

Each retailer will need to understand the
optimal model for its customer base,
offering the best mix of touch-free
interaction and empowered store
associate. With cloud-based mobile point
of sale (mPOS), there is no technology
barrier to delivering a new and positive

retail experience. The challenge is to
envisage the right customer model. The
checkout of the future must be whatever
the customer wants it to be, at any time.
Released from the shackles of legacy
technology, retailers now have enormous
opportunities to rethink and reconsider
the in-store experience and reimagine 
the customer journey.

Getting the basics right

The checkout is the point of sale, but it is
not a standalone function; it needs to be
embedded within the overall service
proposition. Customers do not want to
wait in line; nor are they willing to
undertake multiple separate transactions
to fulfil in-store needs. They want one,
simple and frictionless transaction that
covers an in-store purchase, a click-and-
collect order, a product return, even
ordering another item that is not in store

Putting the Wow!
Craig Summers discusses
the opportunity retailers
now have to rethink the
in-store experience and
reimagine the customer
journey.

E

in the checkout experience
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but can be sent from another location
either to that store or to the customer’s
preferred address.

An effective and efficient checkout
process also needs to handle coupons
automatically and effectively, apply the
correct promotional pricing, capture
loyalty information and so on. It will 
also be integrated directly with core
operational systems to provide store
associates with real-time inventory
information and customer history.

The question for retailers is how and
where to deliver that point of sale. 
Should be it the fast, touch-free approach
enabled by kiosks or self-service? Or
should it be provided by a store associate?
If the latter, how and where within the
store should that interaction occur?

Man vs machine

Clearly, for many retailers an Amazon 
Go approach appeals. It maximises
technology to minimise costly store
associates and provides customers with 
a fast, frictionless experience; checkout 
is achieved simply by walking out of the
store with automatically scanned 
items and payment taken from the 
pre-authorised account.

This is not, of course, a model that has
generic appeal, aside from the fact that it
is massively unprofitable today and
unachievable for the majority of
organisations. Forget tagging technology
and customer identification solutions,
right now many retailers cannot even
provide their store associates with a single
view of available inventory.

However, there are undoubtedly aspects
of this frictionless experience that should
be embedded within every retail model,
and a core component of this process will
be the checkout. Whether a customer is
looking for speed or experience or both,
the checkout is key. Retailers have spent
over a decade optimising the ‘buy button’
online, and the checkout is effectively 
that ‘buy button’ moment in store. The
challenge for retailers is to create a
checkout in store that effectively masks
the growing complexity of the retail model
from the customer and store associate.
mPOS is an obvious solution, providing
store associates with the ability to close
the deal with customers anywhere in
store, yet, just 42% of retailers have it 
in place.

Retail-as-a-Service

Retailers have been massively constrained
by the incredibly outdated legacy solutions
deployed in-store. Hard-wired, monolithic
systems based on fixed telephone lines for
payment, these solutions are over-specified
and under-delivering. The latest generation
of cloud-based technology supports
deployments anywhere – in store, on
traditional Windows terminals or on
mobile iOS and Android devices – delivers
real-time access to global network
availability and ensures that high-speed
checkout is available even if the network
connection is disrupted.

A store associate armed with a mobile
device that provides real-time access to
inventory across the organisation and
ensures the aisle is always endless – and
the ability to order those products – can
embark upon a meaningful customer
dialogue anywhere within the store.
Critically, with a mobile solution that
seamlessly supports the checkout process
whenever the customer is ready and
through whatever payment format the
customer prefers, the store ‘buy button’ is
optimised. Whether a traditional ‘card
present’ payment process or a customer’s
own mobile payment app, there should be
no break in the engagement to achieve
the seamless in-store check-out that
consumers crave.

In conclusion

It is only now, thanks to the power of the
cloud, the mobile app and rich POS
solution functionality that is seamlessly
integrated with other store and enterprise
systems, that retailers have the chance to
break away from the constraints of their
legacy technology and reconsider the
entire store concept. Does the retailer
even need a static desk anymore or can all
store associates be mobile? Will the
customer base respond well to this model
or does the retailer have a core
demographic that wants a choice of
traditional and new? With confidence in
the technology and an ability to deliver
diverse customer services within the store,
a retailer can begin to rethink the
experience, to experiment with new
models for customer engagement and
truly offer an efficient and personalised
service with a bit of Wow! thrown in.

Lack of human interaction could impact the positive 
bricks-and-mortar experience

‘The checkout of the future
must be whatever the 
customer wants it to be, 
at any time.’
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Amazon Go uses automation to allow customers to purchase
products without being checked out by a cashier or using a 
self-checkout station
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