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Boost Vending Machine IQ to Elevate the Customer 

Experience and Operational Efficiency  
 

By Steve Geraghty, Senior Business Unit Director of Automated Retail, Jabil  
 

T he vending machine market is on the brink of major transformation, thanks to 

technology advancements and retail automation driving a spike in new appli-

cations. In some corners of the world, vending machines now sell a range of 

items, from books and cars to cupcakes and even live crustaceans. 

In Japan, nearly 30,000 ice cream vending machines can be found at tourist and 

beach locations. Colorful pictures of products often come with QR codes that link 

to flavor descriptions in five languages. In several locations, customers can even 

dance along with music from their favorite artists. 

Along with Japan, other parts of Asia 

and Europe are leading the charge. 

The entire industry is undergoing sig-

nificant changes as vending machine 

owners and operators, as well as 

product distributors and property 

owners, embrace innovations. Ac-

cording to Persistence Market Re-

search (PMR), the global intelligent 

vending machines market is ex-

pected to reach $15 billion by 2025, 

with a projected CAGR of more than 

15 percent during the period. PMR 

also states that new intelligent vending solutions will attract more customers to 

retail stores, helping the sector grow, especially in the U.S.1 

Filling Adoption Gaps 

While accessibility, new products, and capabilities are driving rapid growth, linger-

ing obstacles must be cleared before smart machines can achieve major momen-

tum. Today, the biggest hurdle with traditional vending machines is a lack of visi-

bility.   

As a result, monitoring inventory and machine performance often involves a time-

consuming and expensive manual inspection and inventory management process. 

Fortunately, adding wireless communications and sensors can provide real-time 

visibility for up-to-the-minute inventory updates to simplify purchasing while im-

proving operational efficiency and machine productivity. 
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 A more daunting task is that of determining which consumer technologies make the most sense from an op-

erational and business perspective. An emerging list of capabilities provides options to enhance the custom-

er experience, including facial/voice/gesture recognition, smartphone interaction with Artificial Intelligence 

(AI), virtual/augmented reality, and cashless payments. Many of these technologies open the door for more 

personalized interactions and targeted advertising based on customer purchase history or general de-

mographics. 

Another challenge rests with the vending industry itself, which historically has been slow to adopt retail tech-

nology innovations. Many vending operators lack the deep domain experience required to deploy new tech-

nologies, especially when it comes to connectivity, data analytics, and IoT-driven solutions. The vending in-

dustry also has suffered from ongoing fragmentation, which has impeded alignment with other parts of the 

retail ecosystem. 

Smart Upgrades Speed Automation 

According to the 2018 Future of Retail Technology Survey,2 98 percent of the respondents agreed that in-

vesting in technology to increase operational efficiencies is critical to staying competitive. The ongoing chal-

lenge for many retailers, however, is determining which technologies will produce the best return on invest-

ment. 

In vending, a new breed of market-ready solutions makes it easier and faster to achieve rapid ROI by up-

grading existing machines with much-needed connectivity and automation. These integrated platforms ena-

ble vending operators to retrofit legacy systems with wireless communications and remote management. The 

result is highly connected smart solutions capable of touch-screen controls, video, audio, scent, gesture-

based interaction, and cashless payment. 

Not only does intelligent vending make it much easier to record and manage inventory, it provides real-time 

insights into customers’ purchasing patterns, which can aid test marketing and trend tracking. More accurate 

and timely recordkeeping of sales and product movement can inform more profitable business decisions 

while yielding gains in operational efficiencies. With remote management capabilities, performance problems 

can be identified and resolved quickly to minimize impact to inventory and the customer experience.  

   

 

 

 

 

 

1 Persistent Market Research, “Intelligent Vending Machines Market: Global Industry Analysis (2012-2016) and Forecast  

  (2017- 2025),” November 2017. 

2  https://www.jabil.com/insights/blog-main/retail-technology-innovation.html. 
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Looking to China for the Future of Retail:  

U.S. Retail is at a Crossroads 
 

By Jing Wang, Business Intelligence Manager, Alibaba Group  
 

D espite a 4.2 percent rise in 2017 over the previous year, retail growth is clearly 

not firing on all cylinders. Nearly every week, there are announcements of 

bankruptcies or downsizings. Meanwhile, online sales are climbing – underpinning 

the sector’s overall growth. 

Brands and retailers are trying to decide whether e-commerce is friend or foe. On 

one hand, e-commerce is chipping away at traditional brick-and-mortar business, 

but on the other, you’ll have a hard time finding a 

company that isn’t developing its online channels. 

There’s no such quandary 8,000 miles away in 

China, where the “either-or” retail equation has 

given way to “New Retail,” melding the best of 

both the in-shop and online experiences. 

Alibaba operates the country’s largest e-

commerce platforms and has more than a half-

billion consumers in its marketplaces. Realizing 

that the future of retail will not be a question of 

online versus offline, Alibaba founder Jack Ma unveiled New Retail two years ago. 

It is already a game-changer for many different types of retailers in China. 

Hema Unveils the Supermarket of the Future 

Shoppers at Hema supermarkets have an array of options, including never even 

going into the store and dealing with shopping carts, checkout lines, or heavy bags.  

Hema looks like a traditional supermarket, but besides packaged foods, meats, and 

produce, shoppers can choose fresh seafood and decide whether to take it home 

raw or cooked, or have it prepared to eat in-store. Hema can also deliver in as fast 

as 30 minutes within three kilometers, with each store serving as its own ware-

house and logistics center. 

Shopping at Hema is a smartphone-powered experience. Scan a bar code to get 

product information. Payment is also cashless, through the Alipay platform embed-

ded in the Hema app. 

21st-Century Logistics for Hypermarkets and Convenience Stores 

What works for supermarkets with New Retail is also working for hypermarkets and 

convenience stores across China. 
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 Using Hema as an example, hypermarket chain RT-Mart is remaking a quarter of its 400 stores with New 

Retail technology, with the rest slated for an update by year-end. RT-Mart customers get access to Hema’s 

“Daily Fresh” program through a joint purchase agreement between the two retailers. Customers also get the 

same sort of smartphone app-powered experience and convenient local delivery. 

Alibaba, which took a 36 percent stake in RT-Mart’s parent company last year, offers RT-Mart access to cus-

tomer insights, supply-chain management, retail technology, and Alipay, the Ant Financial e-wallet and pay-

ment platform that is also part of Alibaba’s ecosystem. Online orders at one RT-Mart in Shanghai climbed to 

5,000 a day from nearly zero, once these updates were implemented. 

The first of the 6 million mom-and-pop convenience stores that dot nearly every Chinese neighborhood are 

getting their New Retail upgrade via Alibaba’s Ling Shou Tong (“Retail Integrated”) program. 

Approximately 1 million stores have gone digital, reorganizing merchandise and inventory according to cus-

tomer analytics and buying patterns. Inventory and restocking are done via an app and tablet computer or 

smartphone, with orders tied into a centralized warehousing and logistics system that gets sold-out items 

back into the store in one or two days. 

Reinventing Shopping for New Cars 

If you have ever bought a new car, trundling from mega-lot to mega-lot and 

dealing with overly aggressive, commission-based salespeople, you will ap-

preciate what New Retail is doing for the car-buying experience in China.  

Auto vending machines, piloted with Ford in Guangzhou, let customers 

browse makes and models of vehicles inside an app, then choose one to test 

drive. The customer picks up the selected car from an unmanned vending ma-

chine, and may drive it for up to three days. When they’re ready to buy, cus-

tomers make an appointment to visit a dealer. 

New Retail Can Transform Moribund Malls 

While tumbleweeds blow through some U.S. malls, New Retail is pumping up China’s malls. The way to cus-

tomers’ hearts is to have what they want, in the size and color they want, when they want it.  

Stores have virtual shelves, and if an item isn’t in stock, customers select what they want on a screen – in-

cluding size, color and other specs – then scan with the app, and have it delivered. 

Why China’s Retail Sector Changes at the Speed of Light 

As a marketplace operator, Alibaba offers a panoply of services to brands – advertising and marketing tools, 

payments, logistics, cloud computing, media, and entertainment. Brands selling on Tmall, a B2C platform, 

build storefronts that look just like their own online stores, because the brands own the customer experience, 

relationships, and analytics. 

Success these days means helping brands go omnichannel. An increasing number are tapping Alibaba’s 

New Retail tools and going digital through its platforms and apps. Brands in China don’t need to convince 

consumers to download and use their apps. That’s because they know 500 million consumers already have 

Alibaba apps on their phones. 

The China retail sector is also not torn between propping up legacy business and trying something new. Its 

brick-and-mortar retail operations are less-developed than in the West, so experimentation and rapid change 

are the rule, rather than the exception. 

 

 

“The customer picks 

up the selected car 

from an unmanned 

vending machine, 

and may drive it for 

up to three days.” 
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The Dawn of a New Digital Day and What It  

Means for Today’s Retailer 
 

By Drew Ehlers, Global Director, Enterprise Software, Office of the CTO,  

Zebra Technologies Corporation  
 

I t’s an ever-changing world for retailers. Today’s always-on and well-informed 

consumers have an instant-gratification mindset and are craving personalized 

service, hassle-free shopping experiences, and fast delivery.   

On-demand retail climates require a different approach to thrive in this new dynam-

ic. Retailers are finding it increasingly important to produce and provision products 

as close as possible to the point of demand. To accomplish this, they are investing 

in technology to track assets, inventory, and even people across the supply chain. 

It is important to consider ways technology is helping retailers adapt. 

Building smarter stores 

Brick-and-mortar retail stores are implementing techniques that mimic the market-

ing tactics long employed by online retailers. Just as online retailers track a shop-

per’s movement on a website and make buying suggestions, brick-and-mortar re-

tailers also are capturing actionable intelligence in stores.  

Using micro-locationing technology, merchants can track shoppers’ progress 

through the store, offering buying suggestions and discounts as they pass particu-

lar displays. If a customer is lingering in an area, a store associate equipped with a 

mobile device is alerted to lend assistance. According to a recent Zebra study, 66 

percent of store associates believe that they could provide better customer service 

and improve the shopping experience if outfitted with mobile tablets.1  

Better inventory and warehouse solutions 

Using a combination of technologies – such as 

RFID, video, and ultrasonic location, brick-and-

mortar retailers can now obtain more accurate in-

ventory data in their stores and drive inventory lev-

els from 60 or 70 percent to 90 percent or higher. 

That is critical for omnichannel retailers that want to 

use their brick-and-mortar stores as effective fulfill-

ment centers to support faster delivery.  

Back at the warehouse, retailers are also exploring 

ways to adjust their picking strategies to improve efficiencies. Managers can, for 

example, dynamically change a worker’s pick list to prioritize an order with a two-

hour delivery window ahead of an order with a two-day delivery window. This ability 
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 to adapt in real time is essential in the new retail landscape, particularly given that 78 percent of logistics 

companies expect to provide same-day delivery by 2023 and 40 percent anticipate delivery within a two-hour 

window by 2028.2    

Creating more efficient supply chain solutions 

The global parcel delivery market continues to explode, driven in large measure by e-commerce, reaching 

nearly $350 billion in 2017.3 Retailers are seeing astonishing increases in sales volumes. For example, Ama-

zon’s 2018 Prime Day was its biggest sales event ever, 

racking up an estimated $4 billion in sales – up approxi-

mately 66 percent compared to the previous year.4  

That’s why savvy retailers and their logistics partners are 

using smart-loading technology to squeeze the most par-

cels they can into every single truck – and make adjust-

ments while they are loading. Using a mix of cameras, 3D 

sensors and locationing technology, workers are notified 

when a trailer is, for instance, registering as 65 percent 

full but has a load density of less than 40 percent – before 

that truck ever leaves the dock. Sensor technology can 

also alert dock workers when they are about to load a 

parcel on the wrong truck, thus reducing the cost of misshipments. This mistake can cost a company $42 or 

more because of the inevitable return, redelivery, and customer dissatisfaction costs.5 

What is next? 

Retail technology investments are beginning to pay off. Companies are realizing significant savings and im-

proving their operations using technology and data analysis solutions that analyze past processes. But in 

today’s world, using old data to optimize operations may soon become a distant memory.   

Artificial intelligence, virtual reality, and the Internet of Things are helping groundbreaking retailers move 

from “systems of record” to “systems of reality.” These “systems of reality” allow retailers to adapt immediate-

ly, based on what is happening at that moment. Companies unwilling to change will soon find themselves 

losing the race for customers in this on-demand digital economy. 

_____________________________________________________ 

1 Zebra Technologies, 11th Annual Global Shopper Study.  

2 https://www.zebra.com/content/dam/zebra_new_ia/en-us/solutions-verticals/vertical-solutions/retail/vision-study/fulfillment-vision-   

  study-report-en-us.pdf. 

3 https://www.apex-insight.com/global-parcel-delivery-market-2018. 

4 https://www.digitalcommerce360.com/2018/07/19/prime-day-2018-crosses-4-billion-in-sales. 

5 https://www.fulfillmentcompanies.net/the-true-cost-of-a-mis-shipment. 
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