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About

Platt Retail Institute (PRI) is an international consulting and research firm that focuses on the use of 
technology to impact the customer experience. PRI develops marketing and technology deployment 
strategies, supported by analytics, to build brands and increase sales. PRI clients include retailers, media 
companies, financial institutions, hardware and software companies, educational institutions, and other 
businesses. In addition to its global consulting expertise, PRI also publishes the quarterly Journal of Retail 
Analytics and other pioneering industry research.

To learn more about Platt Retail Institute, please visit www.plattretailinstitute.org.

 

The Retail Analytics Council (RAC) is the leading organization focused on the study of consumer shopping 
behavior across retail platforms to provide an understanding of  how  these impact retailers, particularly as 
new  technologies are introduced. Established in August 2014, RAC is an initiative between Medill’s 
Integrated Marketing Communications department, Northwestern University, and the Platt Retail Institute. 
The RAC unites industry, faculty, students, and its Advisory Board members for the study and exchange of 
ideas. 

To learn more about the Retail Analytics Council, please visit rac.medill.northwestern.edu.

http://www.plattretailinstitute.org
http://www.plattretailinstitute.org
http://rac.medill.northwestern.edu
http://rac.medill.northwestern.edu


About Tyco Retail Solutions

Tyco Retail Solutions, part of Johnson Controls, is a leading provider of analytics-based Loss Prevention, 
Inventory Intelligence and Traffic Insights. Tyco’s solutions provide real-time visibility and predictive 
analytics to help retailers maximize business outcomes and enhance the customer experience in a digitally-
driven shopping world. With over 1.5 million data collection devices in the retail marketplace, Tyco captures 
40+ billion shopper visits annually to empower retailers with actionable insights to drive better operational 
performance. Worldwide, Tyco helps protect 80 percent of  the world's top 200 retail chains with its premier 
Sensormatic®, ShopperTrak and TrueVUE® brands, as well as a full suite of premium safety and security 
solutions. 

For the retail analytics community, Tyco has been a leader in the testing and implementation of  large-scale 
RFID deployment programs that helped drive sales growth through improved inventory accuracy in 
replenishment categories. Tyco Retail Solutions’ professional services group has played an instrumental 
role in helping create new  value in areas such as display execution, omni-channel fulfillment, back-to-front 
replenishment, and smart infrastructure. The foundation of  the RFID offering is Tyco Retail Solutions’ 
TrueVUE inventory intelligence software suite, which provides an end-to-end solution from tag 
commissioning to back-end system integration. TrueVUE software empowers the entire RFID platform, and 
is specifically designed to support in-store processes through the capture of Electronic Product Code (EPC) 
data on mobile devices and fixed readers, which in turn feeds configurable reports and enables improved 
inventory accuracy, omni-channel fulfillment, display execution, and many other applications. In addition to 
providing software, the TRS professional services team works closely with retailers on overall program, 
implementation and execution, and creating new end-to-end applications and use cases. 

We also invite you to read the Platt Retail Institute Working Paper “The Quantifiable Benefits and Analytical 
Application of RFID Data.” Tyco Retail Solutions assisted Macy’s with services and TrueVUE software to 
enable the collection of data for the Working Paper.

To learn more about Tyco Retail Solutions, please visit www.tycoretailsolutions.com.  
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About the Council of Supply Chain Management Professionals

Since 1963, the Council of  Supply Chain Management Professionals (CSCMP) has been the leading 
worldwide professional association dedicated to education, research, and the advancement of the supply 
chain management profession. With more than 8,500 members globally, representing business, 
government, and academia from 62 countries, CSCMP members are the leading practitioners and 
authorities in the fields of logistics and supply chain management.

To learn more about CSCMP, please visit www.cscmp.org.
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etailers are using analytics to manage inventory, understand customers and their behaviors, support 
omni-channel strategies, and improve supply chain management. One of  the participants in this 
roundtable suggested that the industry is “coming out of the crawl phase and into the walk (phase).” 

Implementation of  retail analytics is not without challenges, including legacy data systems, data 
warehousing, finding the necessary talent to manage data sets, and convincing senior management that 
smart analytics contribute to the company’s bottom line. 

The Platt Retail Institute and Retail Analytics Council recently hosted a roundtable discussion regarding the 
state of retail analytics with several members of  the Council’s Advisory Board to explore various 
perspectives associated with their approach to integrating retail analytics in their retail stores. Six panelists, 
representing five retailers and Intel’s Internet of Things Group, were asked to respond to a series of 
questions. Generally, the questions probed the participants’ thoughts on the opportunities and challenges of 
retail analytics.

Roundtable participants included:

!

!

!
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The roundtable was moderated by Steven Keith Platt, Director and Research Fellow, Platt Retail Institute, 
and Director of  Research, Retail Analytics Council, Northwestern University. Platt began by asking the 
participants to introduce themselves.

Cy Fenton: I’m the CIO for Books-A-Million, which is the second largest brick-and-mortar book retailer in 
the U.S. We’re sort of a super-regional in 37 states. I’m also the president of  our digital book business, 
which includes all of our dot-com-related assets. We run a couple of e-commerce websites and all of the 
store-related e-commerce and digital assets. I also run all of the B2B that flows through the digital channels.

Dan Gutwein:  I’m the Director of Retail Analytics at Intel Corporation.

James Morse: I am the Omnichannel Optimization Manager at Belk Department Stores. We are a full line 
department store chain in 16 states across the South.

Paul Gross: I’m with National Vision. We run five optical retail store brands throughout the country – about 
1,000 locations all under different brand names. Until recently, I was the CMO, and now  I’m running omni-
channel leads as we’re bringing some transformation to our business.

Robert Mills: I’m the CIO of Tractor Supply Company. I also have responsibility for strategy functions 
across the organization. A little bit about Tractor: we’re a specialty retailer with approximately 1,600 
locations across 49 states. We’re primarily brick and mortar, but like most retailers, we are placing a great 
deal of emphasis on digital, putting a lot of focus on data, big data, customer relationship data, etc.

Steve Holland: I am the master of Slurpees and hotdogs – Chief Technology and Digital Officer for 7-
Eleven – with 8,700 locations in the U.S. and Canada, and part of  an overall larger retail organization with 
60,000 locations worldwide in 18 countries. We are primarily brick and mortar. We’re doing a number of 
things related to delivery (Amazon lockers) and unbanked payment. I have all the technology systems and 
digital under my responsibility.

Steven Keith Platt: I would like to direct the first question to Steve Holland. Can you define, Steve, what 
retail analytics means to you?

Holland: For us, retail analytics is really the insight associated with the selling and cost, gross profit, and 
movement of our products for all of our stores. Those analytics, which give us insights, allow  us at a store-
by-store, franchisee-by-franchisee level to understand what’s happening in the stores, as well as the 
complete market around them so managers can make better, faster, more efficient decisions on what to 
carry and how to price it as it relates to their individual neighborhood stores.

Platt: Dan, maybe you can address that as head of retail analytics at Intel?

Gutwein: I probably have a little bit different take on this than most people in this roundtable. Intel has had 
meetings with probably 5,000 retailers over the last 10 years. It comes back to when you look at analytics 
from a brick-and-mortar standpoint. It’s all about how  you provide dot-com-type analytics in a brick-and-
mortar store. Our belief is that, as you work in your e-commerce space and you understand who is logged 
in or registered and what they’re looking at, what they’re interested in, you can do all kinds of data capture, 
look for trends and recommend certain things at certain times. See what people put in their basket, what 
they abandon, and so on. Why can’t you do the same thing in a brick-and-mortar store? I think we’re pretty 
close to actually bringing that to reality and to life.

You don’t have analytics unless you have data ingestion. You don’t have good analytics unless you’ve got 
good data that’s actually clean and staged well. That’s primarily what we’re working on as far as that 
fundamental I call “piping,” or how  you get the analytics where you can actually do amazing things with it. 
Those amazing things, essentially, are the dot-com-type analytics that you can bring into a store.

Platt: The next question is for Rob Mills. Rob, how  significant is, or do you believe retail analytics will be, to 
the success of a retail organization and how so?
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Mills: I think we probably would all agree it’s critical and it’s becoming more critical with the consumers 
changing and shifting their behaviors as to how  they shop and the speed of how  they want the goods, and 
how  they want them delivered. Having more analytics around the customer preference, what they need 
versus what they prefer, the type of merchandising the retailer may need to have online or in-store and/or 
where the best channel is to fulfill the product are all critical data points. I believe more customer analytics, 
as well as analytics associated with merchandising, will be even more critical than in the past.

What I have seen, at least in my experience, is in the past it’s been more around merchandising productivity 
and how  analytics played a role in making sure you were selling the right goods but it’s much more broad 
now. It’s about how  you’re interacting with that customer and predicting what they’re going to buy and 
helping to encourage that purchase or that level of engagement.

Platt: Paul, how  significant is and will retail analytics be to the success of  a retail organization? You just 
became head of omni-channel so I’m assuming your firm has an evolving perspective on that.

Gross:  For our business, we’re not as inventory-based as other companies. We have a made-to-order 
business because every order is custom for our customers. For us it is more about understanding the 
customers and what the customer needs are and when they’re going to enter the cycle, how  they’re going 
to enter the cycle, and where they’re going to enter the cycle. Moving to that omni-channel world and 
knowing that every two years, when someone comes back into the category, how  they’re entering, what are 
they searching for, and why are they coming in and doing that.

In essence, it’s all going to be understanding the customers and their behaviors and then really being there 
to serve them how  they want to be served. Our business will never be a huge e-commerce business, but we 
know  we have to have an e-commerce presence to be able to accommodate our customers. The analytics 
will help us better understand how they’re using us, where they’re using us, and why they’re using us.

Platt: At what stage in the adoption implementation process do you believe we are as an industry 
generally? In terms of adoption, what are some of the challenges you’ve seen to adoption and how  can 
these be addressed?

Fenton: The theme that you’ve heard so far is that the customer is changing. I really feel like we’re in the 
age of  the digitally enabled customer. Five or 10 years ago, maybe 10 to 15 percent of  the total sales in 
brick and mortar were influenced by digital. Now  it’s more like – and these are numbers I have seen coming 
out of  Google and Forrester – 75 percent. We’re at a place where our customer’s first touch for the store is 
on their mobile device or in some sort of digital channel. 

In terms of the challenges, a lot of folks have large legacy data sets, and data consumption and 
visualization tools that aren’t really up to the task of  understanding what’s happening where interaction 
starts in one channel and then finishes in another. How  you engage with that customer, how  you track them 
through multiple touch points, and how  you can make their process be as frictionless as possible are the 
reasons that we’re doing what we’re doing with retail analytics.

Morse: I feel that as an industry in total, we’re coming out of the crawl phase and into the walk. It’s going to 
be a long time before all of us get to the real run space because we all have a lot of legacy practices and 
legacy systems. All of  us are great at the traditional merchandising type of  analytics, of understanding 
product and turn and margin. We have a good track record of  understanding our online customers and what 
they are doing and how  they are interacting. We have a way to go until we have that entire 360-degree view 
of the customer.

Some of  the challenges around that are the consolidation of that data and having systems that can pull all 
of these different data points together, but also retail as an industry has had a lot of major challenges and 
big bodies of  work that I’m sure all of  us has had to deal with in the last few  years, including changes in 
payment and EMV. I think those are some of the bigger challenges that we face.
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The way that we address those is simply by biting off the biggest chunks and continuing on and that’s what 
we’re doing here in trying to move from understanding the product to understanding the customer. That 
means not just what the customer wants but also how  the customer wants it, and how  she wants to interact 
with us and our product, our store, and our digital assets.

Platt: Steve, do you believe that the implementation of a retail analytics strategy can make a positive 
economic contribution to a retailer’s success and if yes, how so?

Holland: I think James was spot on. The only thing that I would add is that it’s about changing behavior. As 
we move out of tools and technology and systems, and understand more about the consumer, it is really 
about how  I change or influence that behavior to do something else. Once you get into that, I think it is 
much more art than science and interpretation of information and data. I think the discussion on crawl 
faster, walk, stumble is very, very appropriate. That is a difficult thing to change but I think we’re on a path 
for that as it relates to the consumer’s information.

Absolutely, a retail analytics strategy can deliver both locally, which is what I really talked about before, but 
also at the macro level, as it relates to understanding what is happening through the data, through the 
insights, and then turning it into being much more a matter of predicting when those economic changes are 
actually occurring as it relates to geography.  As neighborhoods change and gentrify, so does our 
understanding of those changes through the data and those insights. That cannot only help our local 
franchisees and store managers, but also at the large macro level, it certainly also contributes upstream into 
the supply-and-demand chains for us. It helps us to make smarter, better buys, earlier buys, or to exit 
something faster so we don’t have to keep the inventory as long as we have in the past.

Fenton: One of  the big challenges I see to activating retail analytics properly inside a retail organization is 
talent, because it is way more art than science once you get all the data together. It is about the analysts 
and what they do with this data. Our main focus is on how to make the data actionable.

How  do we create some information that can then create an action that would have a positive economic 
contribution? I think having that talent is really a struggle. I know  it is in our organization; we’re not very big 
and we have these large, very nimble internet competitors that have all the money in the world and lots of 
things going for them. They attract the best talent most often. I think that’s a big challenge. Intel has a great 
team of folks and maybe we can leverage partners like that as we move forward, but having that talent on 
your team is really what you want.

Gross: I think the other piece is just convincing organizations that retail/data/customer analytics roles can 
really add value to the company and that you could measure their performance. I think that we as a 
company have become so focused on product and operation-based processes that really digging in deep 
on how  you can change your business through analytics and how  that in itself can become a profit center 
requires a change in that culture of thought. You want people to think of that as a beneficial role as opposed 
to a role that doesn’t add value to the bottom line.

Platt: Do you foresee a C-level function within retail organizations, such as a chief data officer? Is it being 
embraced to that point Rob?

Mills: I do see some organizations that see the value of it. It’s about the skill set of the organization and 
the maturity of how  they’re embracing the data and the value they are seeing. I don’t think you’re going to 
see companies that will hire C-level execs who will just focus on data unless it’s specific or unique to their 
business. You are going to see pockets of analytics specialists who will become more culturally engrained in 
the organization, especially as this practice continues to mature and there are more people with the 
necessary skill sets and the tools become more available.

Morse: I concur with that. Because of  the nature of  large retailers especially, the data is going to be siloed. 
Obviously that’s what we are working against but it still is specialized to different teams in certain ways. For 
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most of the organizations that I work with, I would be surprised to see them unify that with a C-level 
position.

Mills: I can share with you what has happened within our organization. This past year, we created a 
governance team that will focus on data that is cross-functional, but it still is not directly owned by one 
individual.

Platt: Dan, what do you see in that regard?

Gutwein: I’m seeing a lot, as you guys have seen too. We have some extremely talented folks here and we 
do a lot of work with MIT and Stanford and some of the other groups around as well. Honestly, I always say 
it is really hard to find a really good data scientist. I find a lot of spreadsheet jockeys that have done some 
training, but it is really tough to find somebody who can visualize and look at some correlations and some 
strong data and give not just predictive, but prescriptive solutions for retailers. It is a challenge finding that 
kind of talent.

I think the biggest challenge that we’re seeing with the whole data analytics play is siloed organizational 
databases. Consider the way that a lot of retailers have grown up through acquisitions, mergers, and 
bankruptcies, and so on. I’ve talked with retailers that want us to go do some data analytics from their 
existing data. Sometimes, I can’t even find the data, let alone stage it in a way that we can send it off  to 
some talented data scientists.

I met a CMO recently and he has different siloed databases, one Oracle, one SAP, and all these different 
workplace management databases, with all this data coming out of  it, but it’s unstructured and hard to get at 
it. It was almost impossible to even look at the data, let alone make some prescriptions. I think it’s a big 
challenge. I just go back to one of  your earlier questions. I’d ask everyone, if  you’re going to have to design 
a store from scratch today, my guess is nobody would design it the way that they are designed today.

Those are some of  the fundamental challenges that you have as far as how  you have to spend capital to 
actually get data in a good organized fashion so you can actually go analyze it. Then, how  do you attract 
the talent when you’re up against the Amazons and Googles of  the world that have a different structure so 
that they can actually go out and analyze? 

I have seen a couple of organizations that have put a C-level analytics officer in place. I think it’s really 
beneficial because now  they’re starting to look at data not in disparate, isolated fashion and silos, but 
actually looking at how  it comes together and how  the different data elements work together to give different 
projections. I think it’s a move in the right direction. I hope it sustains and grows throughout the industry, but 
again you go back to the fundamentals of, “Is our data organized?” and “Can we can do something with it?” 
It’s really a challenge.

Platt: There are a couple of  areas where we think retail analytics can contribute value, such as the 
expense containment process, improvement in customer advantage, revenue enhancement, leveraging 
talent, etc. Steve, you’re a CIO. You probably have to have some methodologies for return on investment 
for various IT programs. Please expand on a couple of those areas that your firm might be thinking about or 
you might be thinking about. Also, how do you address the issue of measurement?

Holland: I’ll start with measurement. We typically run all of our projects through what we call return on 
invested capital or ROIC. That is our standard fare for determining projects along with IRR payback. Not all 
our projects clear the hurdles and that’s where senior level management will make a decision depending on 
if we want to get that advancing capability or make an investment for the future where it may pay off. 
Secondly, among the areas I would single out, there’s actually one that’s not listed. It’s really around sales 
and gross profit margin.

As we take a look at our existing store base, we’re a neighborhood store and so with that, we give the tools 
to each of  those store managers. These tools help to optimize their product assortment and selection as 
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well as how  it relates to pricing around their location and what products they are selling or not in that 
specific area. Product assortment, related to sales and margin, is number one for us as it relates to retail 
analytics.

We’re on the journey from a customer advantage: what’s in their market basket, what are they responding 
to – what offers and when, how  often are they visiting us or how  many items and dollars are in their market 
basket? The customer advantage is really about beginning to understand what that looks like and the 
cadence. We have a unique cadence where I have customers coming in every day or every other day; we 
would consider them heavy users within our network. Then, there are individuals who come in every three 
or six months. It’s really understanding those light, medium, or heavy users and how  to move them up into 
the next category of purchase or market basket. Those are the two big areas we focus on.

Gross: I come at this from the marketing perspective and not from a technical perspective. As I go to 
conferences and meet with CMOs from other organizations, one of  the things I hear about frequently is 
projects, and a lot of times, digital-based projects, analytics-based projects, technology projects all have to 
go through the scrutiny of a financial or an accounting perspective through the CFO or the VP of  finance. In 
our company, we don’t have to do that but what I find is that these individuals get frustrated because people 
in financial roles look at it from strictly a perspective of cash out and what’s going to happen and projected 
returns.

This isn’t a marketing guy who doesn’t understand returns. They are return-focused. Sometimes the 
decisions become so focused on the short-term financials that the financial guys don’t understand the real 
impact on the business. Somehow  these decisions have to get out of the hands of a CFO or VP of finance 
and be made at the COO, CEO, president level and not get constrained by old time standards of  how  we 
make decisions.

Morse: Like everyone else, of course we do review  each of  our undertakings for ROI and try to understand 
ROI. However, there is also return on objective and we have to balance that especially when it’s a return on 
objective for the customer’s user experience. We’re a department store so we know  that user experience is 
everything that we have. There are times where we can throw  that ROI out the window  and focus on the 
fact that this is something that our customers are telling us. With their feet or with their mouse clicks, they 
tell us it’s important to them and so it should be important to us.

Fenton: I think that’s more of a short-term versus a long-term view. You’re doing those projects that meet 
return on objective. An objective is to satisfy your customer and increase repeat visits. That will come to 
pass, hopefully, if you do your project right, but it won’t show  up in a hard dollar increase in sales or 
reduction in expense over the next 12 months. Now  that we’re private, we have a different perspective than 
we did when we were public, but a lot of folks are focused on quarterly to 18 month ROIs. 

I think some of these projects, especially as you start to build out ways to communicate with the visually 
connected customer, are going to have a longer payback than that because they’re somewhat expensive. 
It’s new and these are things that you just have to invest in. 

Our very first one of  these large-scale big data projects was a number of  years ago and it was all about 
merchandising and supply chain, optimizing our assortments at store level. We have a situation where there 
are literally 10 million SKUs that I could choose from and a merchandising scenario where the store can 
only fit 70,000 to 80,000 SKUs.

You have to be really very careful about what you choose to put in the stores. In a world like we have, 
where it’s commodity business with lots of product choices, picking the right things to go in the stores has a 
degree of benefit and a high degree of  risk. We looked initially just to manage in-store inventories and 
manage our returns to our vendors. That had a very significant payback not only in sales but also in 
expense containment and in process improvement. Because of  the success of  that project, we were able to 
build a team and encourage a culture of analytics within the enterprise. Our goal was to have people want 
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to go back to the team and say, “Hey, I have another problem that I’d like for you guys to think about.” As we 
started building those out, we built out functional solutions in different areas based on that one big success.

Platt: We see two very practical issues around implementation of a retail analytics strategy – centralizing 
data and distributing insights. We get engaged on projects and all of a sudden, we have a retail client 
staring at transporting terabytes of data into a data lake and it becomes very complex. Rob, do you have 
any thoughts or guidance on the question of centralizing data and distributing insights and how  that is being 
approached or should be approached?

Mills: I think it’s a hybrid. I can tell you within my environment, we have done the best that we could to 
centralize some of the data but not necessarily the analysis of the data. We try to keep our master data 
from customer to merchandising to sales in a common repository. It’s easier to be able to interpret and read 
and analyze, but the actual analytical work is being done in a distributed manner. However, there are 
groups specifically more focused on merchandising and store productivity or our online or channel-specific 
productivity that are centralized under the finance team. We look at it both ways. From my experience I 
think it really goes back to the culture, the type of  skills that you have as well as some of the legacy systems 
that you might be faced with, because they’re expensive and daunting to overcome in the consolidation.

Platt: What about the distribution of insights? How are you managing that process?

Mills: It’s typically by group. There is a wider range of distribution of data for insights that occur based upon 
the role that you play within the organization, but specifically, it’s typically a group. If they’re owning 
customer insights, they have the ability to determine who actually could help influence that data. But what 
you’re finding is more real time data that’s starting to occur in the industry. How  do you influence to lead 
them back into the store or online real time to change that behavior if  the customer is not happy with the 
service or an outcome that they might have received? Or, if  they have had a great positive experience, how 
do you share that? It’s a hybrid within the organization. It really depends on the type of  skill or the group that 
has embraced data.

Gutwein: I think that the answer to all of  this is that if  the data is not actionable, you’re wasting your time. 
Your ROI will never prove out. No one will ever buy into it and your associates certainly won’t take any 
action in the store. It has to be really easy to understand. As far as structuring data right, this is not a simple 
task for companies that have been around for more than a decade and even for companies that have been 
around less than a decade. It’s not a simple task to structure data and actually go do some analytics on it. 
I’ll pick a really well-known case study because it’s public.

Three or four years ago when Steven Quinn from Wal-Mart came out and gave us an analytics report about 
when humidity is at a certain percent and the wind is blowing at a certain number of miles per hour, they sell 
more strawberries. Fantastic, right? His whole thing was, “I just want to make sure we have strawberries. 
We’re not discounting them. We can maximize our revenue.” You talk about challenges. How  do you make 
sure you have enough strawberries in those particular areas? How  do you make sure you place the right 
orders and ship them to the store and that they’re actually fresh? How do you make sure you price it right?

It echoes back to massive change management – infrastructure, capital investment, all of those types of 
things. Someone else mentioned today that they know  certain customers are coming into their stores a 
certain number of  times per week. Just to get that information, to get that data, you have to put an 
infrastructure in place. You have capital expenditures. You have to take the data and have it organized in a 
certain fashion. It actually takes some analytics so you know  they know  Steven Platt is in our store again for 
the third time this week. He most likely has interest in this particular item.

What we’re seeing is a lot of  retailers moving to data analytics much closer to the edge and into the actual 
individual store environment because there are just so many things that you don’t need to send back to your 
data center, which is going to take you weeks, if not months, to actually analyze.
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When a lot of that stuff  needs to happen actually on the edge and be computed in milliseconds, to actually 
add value, while someone is ready to spend. That’s a trend we are seeing. The industry calls it fog data now 
instead of big cloud data. It’s filtering out what you need to actually send and make decisions out in the 
store versus sending back to the corporate office.

Platt: Steve, with all the stores you have, how  do you get insights at the store level and the district level and 
figure out if people actually are using it and following up on it?

Holland: It depends on what data and information we’re looking for or who is looking for it. We have a 
number of centralized data stores used to understand what I call historical data, which is typically point of 
sale, and know  what’s happening and where it is in those geographic areas, how  people are adopting 
products or not. I’ll tag onto the last comment. Our loyalty CRM systems have all been designed in true real-
time. You talk about milliseconds; it is really arbitraging what you get from customers in stores. So we’ll say, 
at the point of purchase, they get the best deal or they get the best option. That has been our philosophy as 
it relates to how  we deliver that type of  information or decision choice or best offer to a consumer at the 
point of  sale. That has been a very different journey for us. We have been heavily batch-oriented with a lot 
of our information and data but in this true real-time world, where we measure millisecond hops back and 
forth as it relates to our loyalty program, we believe data is really providing an additional competitive 
advantage for us in-store while the customer is there.

Platt: Is anybody implementing RFID technology or considering RFID technology? Do you have any 
perspectives on it as a data source? 

Morse: We have done some tests with RFID in our stores. We have confirmed our basic underlying 
assumptions, which were the goals of  those tests in our use cases, which were around merchandising 
compliance or around inventory. We saw an ROI in both of those. 

For us, it’s hard to make a leap to either self-tagging or paying the premium for the tagging at this time. We 
do think that, eventually, it’s going to become an important data point for us, not just for the obvious loss 
prevention and supply chain uses that are baked into the thing but also for understanding our product and 
where it is. That is important from an asset standpoint but for me, I also have an ulterior motive, which is to 
enhance my user experience with this.

When we start talking about omni-channel experiences like buy online and pick up in store, I need to know 
not just that it’s in the store but where it is in the store. I can see situations in the future where there are 
interactive elements that are responding not just to you and your interactions with the touchscreen, but also 
to the products that you’re carrying with you or that you’re showing. Also, way-finding or other user 
interactions can be envisioned down the road. As far as what roadblocks we have, it’s really the expense 
and labor of the tagging. 

Fenton: RFID is an interesting topic and we’ve been talking about it as a larger group amongst the CIOs. 
My view  on it is that the folks that are vertically integrated are the ones that will have the most success in 
this because they can build it into their manufacturing process. In our world, where I have commodity 
products, we really are going to be hesitant to increase expense by trying to tag these things coming in.

We have a buy, sell, and trade business where every single product in the store – 300,000 units – is 
serialized. I know  exactly what I bought that one unit for and what I sold it for. It’s quite a lot of data and just 
for the 30 stores, it’s more data than my 250 stores running on my regular systems. It’s interesting because 
it generates quite a bit more data and quite a bit more granularity. I would crave that, because it’ll give you 
just a much more detailed view of what’s happening within the store.

With RFID in general, that location piece I think is set to be game-changing. We’ve heard stories out of 
Lululemon, where they converted one of their large stores to 100 percent RFID. They really have a great 
use case over there. It will be interesting to see what they find.
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Gutwein: I spent about four years back in a lab working on the whole use case around how  we solve these 
inventory issues because even with all the great analytics you’re getting through customers, if  they walk in 
your store and you don’t have the product, you don’t know  where it is, then it’s worthless and so is the 
analytics you’ve just done. You just know  that someone was unsatisfied in your store. We’ve been trying to 
tackle this for a while. 

James (Morse) was talking about how  you understand where customers are and what they’re interacting 
with. You can do it now  in milliseconds and I fully understand the burden of the tagging cost for the items 
and the value of  the vertical manufacturers to that stuff. This is all coming together in what I call a data 
fusion model where all of  those different analytics as far as what’s in our store, where is it in our store at any 
given time and who is interacting with it, that dot-com analytics in the store is really very rapidly becoming a 
reality.

I’ve yet to find a retailer that honestly has better than about 60 to 65 percent on-shelf  compliance in its 
stores. It’s just not there. Until you get the inventory piece right, the other analytics are really nice to have 
but we have to make sure we have product to put in people’s hands and sell to them. 

Morse: We absolutely see the value and we want to be ready. Three years ago, we surveyed our stores 
and found 11 percent of our SKUs were tagged without us taking any action. Two years later we had 19 
percent of our SKUs that were tagged without us taking any action. There’s going to be a tipping point. 
We’re looking to be able to jump on without investing in that additional expense of funding the tags.

Platt: Anybody else have some insights on RFID? Rob, you guys playing with that at all?

Mills: No. Right now  we’re not. In my previous days at Sears, probably eight or 10 years ago, there was a 
lot of  activity and I can tell you personally that I see the benefit. I see the value of  everything that has 
already been articulated. I think for us, it’s just a matter of maturity and other priorities that we’re focusing 
on right now.

Platt: Anybody want to chime in on any of the questions or ask the panel any questions that we might not 
have advanced?

Holland: I’d be very curious to see how  many people are dealing with a cloud-based solution to analytics in 
their organizations and to what depth.

Fenton: We’re not doing anything in that area. We all have talked a lot about moving terabytes of  data and I 
think at the end of the day, that’s what has slowed down our looking at those cloud solutions. We have lots 
and lots of data that I don’t want to transport if I can help it. I’d rather build infrastructure internally right now.

Morse: Most of  our legacy systems are on-premise. As we move forward, our philosophy is cloud first. As 
we build new  capabilities, for instance, in in-store behavior analytics, we’re moving that out to the cloud. As 
far as the big data layer, it’s still on-premise for us for now. We are not planning a rip and replace of our 
entire on premise infrastructure.

Fenton: It will take a long time for a lot of retailers. As you add solutions that generate real-time information, 
you can definitely move some analytics out on the cloud. We’re doing some real-time analytics projects with 
Euclid (traffic counting) and other similar products. While those are cloud-based, all of  the core analytics live 
back at the ranch.

Platt: Is part of that just legacy or is it security or privacy concerns?

Fenton: We don’t have security and privacy concerns about cloud storage in general. For me, cloud is not 
necessarily strategic; it’s tactical. Where it makes sense, and I don’t want to add to the data center, then I’ll 
move it, assuming we are talking about infrastructure-related offerings. If  it’s point solutions, I’ll certainly 
look at cloud. 
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I have, and will have for some time, a large physical infrastructure footprint. It’s running at about 50 percent 
capacity. As I build out more capability, the question becomes, “Am I going to pay two times as much on a 
subscription for the same service, or am I going to leverage the capital investment I have already made and 
have to maintain for other systems?”

Morse: For us at Belk, it’s really a matter of  where our focus should be. At the end of the day, we sell 
fashion and home goods. If  it’s not in the realm of selling fashion, should it be our focus? For some things, it 
should. Some things that are so core to the mission that we’re on, that we should do those things in-house. 
If we think it’s not really key to that mission, if it’s really just a supporting function, we’re trying to move that 
off of our plate as much as we can.

Platt: What’s interesting from my perspective is when people ask us what they should do. “We need to hire 
a data scientist.” I ask, “Do you know  what a data scientist does?” If you’re looking for somebody who has a 
capability to understand your business and create models from that, that’s not a data scientist. A data 
scientist is fluent in running SaaS and other things but they don’t typically have the retail insights and all the 
practical business understanding. I’ve seen that mistake made. Dan, what have you seen in that sphere?

Gutwein: I definitely agree. As a matter of  fact, most of the folks that run our data science groups are more 
focused on business than programming. Even more important is making sure that the users are going to be 
able to understand the insights generated. I’ve seen some data science reports and there is no way I could 
make any use of them. They are incredibly cool with great correlations. If you are going to push something 
out, some sort of actionable insight in your store, and you’ve got a $10-an-hour employee looking at it, it 
should be simple and easy to grasp. 

Morse: There’s a big difference between knowing the humidity and knowing how  many strawberries you 
should buy.

Gutwein: Exactly.

Platt: I would like to thank our panel for some great insights into the use of retail analytics.
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