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Retail Analytics Council Event Presents Marketing  

Innovation in the Omni-Channel World 

By Carson Brown, Marketing Intern, Medill School of Journalism, Integrated Marketing Communica-

tions, Northwestern University 

 

T 
he Retail Analytics Council (RAC) hosted its second annual Executive De-

velopment Program on May 18-19, 2016, in Evanston, Illinois. The program 

centered on how retailers are applying analytics in an omni-channel retail-

ing environment. The conference drew industry professionals and thought leaders 

from retailers including GameStop, Gap, Macy’s, and McDonald’s, as both speak-

ers and participants. The RAC is a global initiative between the Medill School, In-

tegrated Marketing Communications (IMC) Department, Northwestern University 

and the Platt Retail Institute.  

More than 60 participants attended the conference this year. Medill/IMC Professor 

Emeritus-in-Service Don Schultz, who is also a Director of the RAC, organized the 

speakers for the conference. Schultz said the RAC appreciates the size of this 

event. He said that the intimacy 

allows industry professionals to 

interact face-to-face, instead of 

getting lost in the crowd. “You 

get to talk with the speakers and 

you get to understand what 

they’re doing,” he said.  

The conference includes time for 

networking across brands. “Very 

few times do retailers get to sit 

in the same room with their com-

petitors and then talk to them 

and explore what they’re doing 

and why they’re doing it,” 

Schultz said. “When you have 

Macy's and Gap both sitting 

there in the same room talking about their various issues and the kind of experi-

ences they’re having, I think that kind of interaction is one of the RAC’s big val-

ues.”  

Frank Mulhern, RAC Director, Professor and Department Chair, Medill/IMC 

opened the conference, welcoming the attendees and discussing the origins of 

the Council. He was followed by Steven Keith Platt, who serves both as the RAC 

 

www.plattretailinstitute.org 

This document is not to be 
reproduced or published, in 
any form or by any means 
without the express written 
permission of Platt Retail 
Institute. This material is 
protected by copyright  
pursuant to Title 17 of the 
U.S. Code. 
 
 

About PRI 

Platt Retail Institute 

(PRI) is an international 

consulting and re-

search firm that focus-

es on the use of tech-

nology to impact the 

customer experience. In 

an omni-channel envi-

ronment, PRI works 

with its clients to devel-

op marketing strategies 

that build brands by 

integrating various cus-

tomer-facing technolo-

gies. 

Sponsored by: 

Meals and breaks were opportunities to extend the con-

versation beyond the formal sessions. 
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Research Director and Director and Research Fellow at Platt Retail Institute. Platt 

gave an update on five current research projects being conducted by the RAC. 

Among others, these include Understanding the Influence of Online Behavior on In-

Store Purchases: Behavioral Bonding, and Best Practices for Creating and Manag-

ing a Retail Big Data Platform.1 

Tapping Into Culture for Loyalty Programs 

The conference centered on the theme of applying market analytics and big data to 

the omni-channel retailing environment. Researchers presented their findings for 

how their brand clients are creating customer-focused solutions to maximize out-

reach and customer engagement, including how huge brands like GameStop are 

using cross-channel marketing today to uniquely cater to the culture of the gaming 

world. 

GameStop collects large amounts of data around the habits of gamers. Medill Pro-

fessor and RAC Executive Director Martin Block is working with GameStop to un-

derstand the relationship between online behavior and in-store purchases.  

“There’s a uniqueness to a gaming customer that other classes of trade don’t see 

… the gamers are heavily into frequency,” Block said. “The most brilliant thing 

GameStop ever did from a marketing perspective is buy back pre-owned games. 

I’m not sure that would work in other classes of trade as well.”  

Block is referring to one of GameStop’s strategies to build customer loyalty. Its 

PowerUp Rewards program launched in 2010 with a piloted beta version. That ver-

sion got 7 million people engaged and participating in a loyalty-based system. Cur-

rently, the program boasts more than 48 million people across Europe, Canada, the 

U.S. and Australia are members of PowerUp Rewards. These members account for 

a majority of GameStop sales.   

“The interesting thing there for 

marketers and for data folks is 

for most of our sales, we know 

exactly who bought it,” said Sen-

ior Director of the GameStop 

Technology Institute Charlie Lar-

kin. “The amount of data we’ve 

collected in that time period is 

absolutely phenomenal and it’s 

how we got connected with the 

team at Northwestern.”  

GameStop’s PowerUp Rewards 

program allows customers to 

trade a pre-owned video game 

for in-store currency to put to-

ward their next game. For many gamers who trade-in games every couple of weeks 

during a busy season, this creates an environment that benefits both consumer and 

retailer.  
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1 Read more about RAC research projects at: http://rac.medill.northwestern.edu/research-focus/

focus/.  

 

Charlie Larkin, GameStop Technology Institute,  

discussed how the company uses data to gain insights 

into consumer behavior. 
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“We generate over a billion dollars a year in trade currency, meaning our custom-

ers have over a billion additional dollars they can use to come back and spend in 

our stores on newer products,” Larkin said. “Customers who trade are very high-

value customers. They participate in a much larger part of the ecosystem. Their 

recency, frequency, and spending are all much higher than anyone else.” Larkin 

describes the gaming ecosystem as something with its own culture that GameStop 

tapped into.  

Larkin says their concern for customer privacy is central when using data. “Figuring 

out how to aggregate the data in a way that is respectfully used for analytics, but 

connects activity across channels is really hard,” he said. “That’s a bit of a crux 

when you think about how you utilize big data from a brand that has a promise to 

our customers. You have to be very careful how you handle it.” For GameStop, this 

means bringing intentionality to encryption and usage.  

GameStop continues to develop ways to explore that loyalty across channels. Lar-

kin spoke on GameStop’s insights in consumer behavior relationships between 

online browsing and in-store purchasing. “Sixty percent of our transactions involve 

an online property and the store, with the majority of conversion happening in the 

store. This one is really interesting, because if you’re an on-the-shelf customer, 

you’re two times more likely to trade,” he said. Block and Larkin spoke of a fre-

quency of customers who visited the online site without buying anything, only to 

make an in-store purchase within 48 hours, which they call a “motivated visit.”  

This really challenges the notion that brick-and-mortar stores are on their way out, 

a situation that is not an obstacle for GameStop in the way that it is for other big 

brands. Many other retailers are facing a host of demanding challenges in how to 

integrate an online experience efficiently with one in the store.  

Improving Customer Experience Through Improving Efficiency  

Bill Connell, executive vice president of logistics 

and operations at Macy’s, discussed the radio-

frequency identification (RFID) technology that 

Macy’s is using to replace barcodes. Barcodes 

historically are a slow and inaccurate way to 

catalog inventory within the store, between loca-

tions, and online. RFID tags use electronically 

stored information to communicate with readers 

within a six-foot radius. Associates do not have 

to scan items individually, greatly reducing er-

rors and speeding counts significantly. This al-

lows for active improvements in merchandise 

display and omni-channel fulfillment.  

“We find that some of our product never sees 

the light of day,” Connell said. “It sits in the 

stock room and rolls to final mark-down be-

cause the associates were just grabbing product to make the floor looks the way it 

needed to look, not having necessarily planned it in a completely accurate way (to 

reflect inventory variety).” 

Before RFID, inventory counts could only happen sparingly. “If we do one or two 

counts a year, we now know that inventory accuracy declines by 2 to 3 percent for 

our company,” he said. “What that means is that by October or November, our in-

Macy’s Bill Connell described how 

RFID tags have streamlined the  

retailer’s inventory process, among 

other benefits. 

http://www.plattretailinstitute.org/
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ventory is between 75 and 65 percent accurate.” Macy’s is looking to change that 

by taking full advantage of RFID technology.  

RFID creates an accurate, location-based inventory that allows efficient stocking, 

where products can sell at regular price or first markdown, instead of aging on the 

floor or in stockrooms. It also streamlines the customer experience by ensuring that 

getting their product is smooth sailing.  

“If you tell someone it’s OK to come on in and pick it up, you’d better be sure you 

have it,” Connell said. “If you take an order and you send it to a store and you want 

to fill it quickly, you better not have to bounce it from store 1 to store 2 to store 3 

before you find out where the product is.” 

Connell’s response to questions about cost is simply, “Look at the cost of not doing 

it, because if you get a 5 percent sales lift, that’s going to way overpower an eight-

cent or five-cent upcharge.” Barcodes only allow for cataloging 200 to 250 units per 

hour at around 85 percent accuracy. RFID tags and scanners catalog up to 6,000 

units with a much higher accuracy.  

“It’s huge as it relates to all of the analysis that gets done, that drives assortment 

planning, reorders, and pricing,” he said. “(It shows) very good work relative to this 

whole ability to find a product, know where it is, and get to it quickly.” Connell said 

that when a customer requests a particular product in-store, an associate taking 15 

minutes to find it is an incredibly inefficient use of their time and fails to serve the 

customer well.  

Long-term implications show that RFID can im-

prove customer experience with associates on 

the floor and in the dressing room through effi-

ciency. For customers who tend to over-buy 

online and return products to the closest brick-

and-mortar location, RFID allows Macy’s to repost that item online immediately. “It 

all starts with inventory accuracy,” Connell said. “You’ve got to have visibility in the 

omni-channel, omni-choices world.”  

Macy’s is hoping this becomes industry standard in the coming years. “This is not a 

Macy’s program,” he said to the conference attendees. “RFID is a foundational 

technology to deliver inventory accuracy to enable you to compete more effectively 

in whatever your strategy is. This technology has to move ahead as an industry.” 

The Retail Channel Shift to Digital 

Gian Fulgoni, Co-founder and Executive Chairman Emeritus at comScore Inc., pre-

sented a session titled, “Mobile is Eating Bricks and Mortar: An Update on the Re-

tail Channel Shift to Digital.” He described a dramatic increase in the use of mobile 

devices, but said that tablet sales have begun to slow. Still, digital media use tripled 

in the last five years, due to various mobile devices. 

Retail digital commerce (desktop and mobile) reached $83.5 billion in Q1 2016, 

up 16 percent from the previous year. Mobile e-commerce spending was $15.6 

billion, compared to desktop spending of $67.9 billion. By Q1 2016, total digital 

commerce had grown to account for more than one in every six discretionary dol-

lars spent by consumers. Amazon and eBay dominate desktop e-commerce pur-

chases with 33 percent of the market share. Fulgoni also noted that Amazon is the 

second largest apparel retailer after Walmart.  

“You’ve got to have  

visibility in the omni-

channel, omni-choices 

world.”  

http://www.plattretailinstitute.org/
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When asked what their key considerations are for online shopping, consumers 

listed free shipping, exclusive online offers, and no sales tax among the top rea-

sons for buying online. Fifty-eight percent of consumers said that they are likely to 

abandon their online shopping cart if free shipping is not offered.  

Bringing Local Products to Supermarkets 

Professor Andrew Fearne, RAC Research Fellow from the University of East Anglia 

in the UK, discussed his experience conducting research to support small produc-

ers who supply local products to Tesco, a billion-dollar supermarket brand. He said 

that local products are eating into the share of national brands, driven in large part 

by consumer support for local farmers and producers. 

The research project Fearne described analyzed 

two years of weekly supermarket transactions, 

involving 1.9 million shoppers and 30,000 food 

products. The data was segmented several ways. 

Fearne said that loyalty card data analysis pro-

vides a better picture of consumer purchases 

than traditional market research. Customers do 

not always remember what brand they bought, 

but the loyalty card data includes that information. 

The goal of the research was to help local farmers and small food producers under-

stand shopper behavior, improve their market position and sales, and understand 

who is buying their products. The researchers provided suppliers with a simple 

summary to understand what was going well and where there might be opportuni-

ties to improve sales. 

Fearne said that when the local producers focus solely on profit, it leads to little rel-

evance, while increasing issues of customer churn and dissatisfaction. It was im-

portant for the local producers and farmers to: understand what customers want; 

become more relevant; keep customers engaged; engender trust and long-term 

loyalty; and drive value creation. 

Additional Highlights 

In other sessions, RAC Director and Medill/IMC Assistant Professor Vijay Viswana-

than presented results of research in targeting and engaging luxury brand custom-

ers. He reviewed results from research conducted with RAC Research Fellow and 

Associate Professor Mototaka Sakashita of Keio University in Japan. The research 

was designed to determine what the difference is in shopping behaviors of targeted 

customers who do or do not buy a promoted product. The professors reviewed da-

ta from more than 1 million loyalty card holders to assess the impact of five-day 

promotions and understand who bought the promoted brand.  

A conversation around neuroscience and neuromarketing, led by Professor Block, 

discussed how scientific findings in approach, avoidance, and impulsivity show 

these emotional variables as measurable entities that can benefit retail strategy. 

Using data obtained from a keypress technique, Block asked subjects to react to a 

variety of photos in categories such as foods and sports. Their reaction assessed 

both aversion and resilience. Block said that the same methodology could be ap-

plied to any marketing visual display including ads, package designs, logos, and 

online page design (in real time). 

… loyalty card data 

analysis provides a 

better picture of con-

sumer purchases 

than traditional mar-

ket research.  

http://www.plattretailinstitute.org/


6  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 
 

 
Matt Schneider, Assistant Professor, Medill/IMC, presented a session called, 

“Privacy and Analytics: How to Protect Data Sets in Business and Government.” 

Data privacy and security are “hot-button issues” for both business and govern-

ment today. Data sets from these entities often include thousands of variables and 

millions of observations. Schneider said that it is usually better to be in the infor-

mation business than the privacy business, but now, privacy is becoming more of a 

priority because of brand positioning, competitive poaching, and lawsuits. The abil-

ity to use advanced data protection methods, such as the creation of protected dis-

aggregated data at the consumer level, can lower probabilities of identification for 

fraudulent purposes. However, disaggregated data may violate consumer privacy. 

Aggregated data provides better privacy protection and may offer improved oppor-

tunities for analysis. 

In another session, RAC Research Fellow and Medill/IMC Assistant Professor 

Russ Nelson talked about the unique situation of mobile retail, focusing on re-

search related to food trucks. A key issue for 

mobile retailers is uncertainty. What are profit-

able locations? Do I go where others go or do I 

go to locations that were good previously?  

In the example of food trucks, an ever-popular 

dining option for city dwellers, customers fol-

low their favorite mobile establishment on so-

cial media to grab a bite to eat. Using models of social contagion, Nelson analyzed 

data on where food trucks decide to stop relative to customer popularity and the 

location choices of their competitors. By analyzing four years of data from 489 food 

trucks, Nelson determined that experience is a slightly stronger predictor of suc-

cess than observing where other food truck owners are parked. 

Sophistication and Innovation in Retail Analytics 

Schultz said the RAC aimed to provide a valuable diversity in the research present-

ed. “I think what surprised (the partici-

pants) was the sophistication of what 

we’re doing here,” said Schultz. “When 

you talk about a retail analytics council 

at a school with a strong legacy in jour-

nalism, people look at you and say, 

‘You must be crazy.’”  Showcasing the 

variety of research projects and inno-

vation occurring in Medill IMC and 

RAC is part of the value of holding 

these conferences, Schultz said. 

They also draw a diverse and engaged 

crowd. “What I really liked was the par-

ticipation of the audience and the inter-

action between the audience and the speakers,” Schultz said. “That’s what I think 

makes for a really good conference.”  

Visit the RAC website for more information on research projects and other activi-

ties, including information regarding the 2017 conference. 

The intimate setting allowed many opportunities for 

participants to interact with speakers. All photos by 

Carson Brown. 
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