
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Why We Must Take a Human Approach to Intelligent 

Automation 
Even the smartest robots need smart people supporting them, whether 

peers or passers-by   
 

By Marc Perrella, SmartSight Intelligent Automation, Lead, Zebra Technologies  

 

I ntelligent automation is transforming retail operations. It is helping to improve the 
customer in-store and online shopping experience and increase revenue. It is al-

so improving labor efficiency across multiple store processes, including inventory 
availability, restocking, order management, price management, merchandizing and 
assortment, and e-commerce order fulfilment.  

However, retailers must consider the human aspects – and impact – of this innova-
tive technology if they want to take full advantage of its transformative benefits. 

Preparing Your Store Staff for Intelligent Automation  

The number one reason employees resist intelligent automation is because they 
fear it will reduce jobs. But even the smartest robots can’t replace people. So, retail 
executives and store leaders must ensure associates know it automates tasks, not 
jobs. As with any other change, two-way communication is key. Are associates 
clear about how their roles may be restructured? Do store managers know what to 
expect once the intelligent automation system is operational?  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

That is why it is critical 
to engage all stakeholders – including front-line associates – early and often in the 
planning and deployment process to address apprehension and drive adoption. 
Consider the following: 

• Build awareness of the solution before it hits the store floor so people have time 
to ask questions and understand how it will empower them versus deflate their 
value. Enlist executives and other trusted leaders for pre-recorded videos and 
communicate forthcoming changes in team meetings.  
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 • Embrace employees’ desire to be involved in the implementation. No one knows better than your associ-
ates if and how technology will actually empower them to work more efficiently. They have a wealth of ide-
as and knowledge about how to solve everyday challenges, and they are just waiting for someone to so-
licit their input on how intelligent automation can be optimized to better support them. Forming a collabo-
rative partnership with associates early on allows for the timely integration of their feedback and helps se-
cure their buy-in, which is essential for success. 

• Keep them apprised of progress, and show how intelligent automation will redefine store operations, as 
well as their roles and responsibilities. Knowledge is power – so is a constant feedback loop. Offer em-
ployees additional context behind public announcements. Provide the rationale for decisions and direc-
tion. Visual media in the breakroom and FAQ documents referenceable on mobile computers are both 
great tools. 

• Demonstrate how their jobs will become easier or more meaningful. Many associates will enjoy more in-
teresting and satisfying work as a result of intelligent automation. Gamify the deployment with recognition 
and reward programs, and offer skill development and training programs to allow them to experience the 
improvements firsthand.  

• Use metrics to reinforce how both personal and store performance is improving with greater technology 
utilization. Celebrate quick wins to build momentum, but remind everyone this is a marathon, not a sprint. 

Helping Shoppers Welcome Retail Automation  

Intelligent automation is highly visible in the front of the store, as a mobile automation system will be roaming 
aisles checking shelf stock, improving price integrity, or enhancing merchandizing and assortment manage-
ment. Therefore, it is critical to consider the impact on shoppers. Customers need to be aware of the technol-
ogies being used to deliver a compelling in-store and online experience. It benefits them – and you – to com-
municate the ways in which intelligent automation is ensuring the right product is on the shelf and items are 
available when needed. If they see you’re making the extra effort to streamline replenishment, expedite order 
fulfillment, and free up associates to assist in other ways, such as queue busting or clienteling, they will be 
more inclined to trust your brand and shop your store first.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

I also recommend you train staff on how to engage with customers about the more visible intelligent automa-
tion platforms, especially with regard to the shopper experience and the impact on store associates. It is also 
critical to post signage throughout the store and send multiple digital communications to help build awareness 
about the new technologies among shoppers. You would be surprised how many people might miss a ban-
ner, even if they pass it every day. Yet, most people will open and read an announcement sent via email or 
an app push notification. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Retailers Must Create Value from In-Store Data 
The payoff comes from collecting, connecting and correlating real-time 
insights that can be turned into actionable business outcomes 

By William “BJ” Santiago, CEO, Badger Technologies, a product division of Jabil 

 

W hile typical stores are chockful of items for customers to purchase, savvy re-
tailers know their aisles also contain a mother lode of information. Yet gaining 

insights into things such as customers’ shopping patterns and preferences, fre-
quency of visits, and online vs. in-person purchasing remains an ongoing chal-
lenge. 

The payoffs from collecting, connecting, and correlating real-time customer insights 
are enhanced shopping experiences, greater operational efficiencies and increased 
revenue. 

Still, turning data into actionable business outcomes is easier said than done. Ac-
cording to a study from Forrester Research on behalf of dunnhumby,1 85 percent of 
grocery retailers globally lack the capabilities, technology, people, and processes to 
extract insights from these types of information.  

There are plenty of reasons for retailers to make this happen, however, as the abil-
ity to monetize their data can empower operational improvements, elevate shop-
ping experiences, and fuel new revenue streams. Fortunately, a new generation of 
retail automation solutions is making it possible for retailers to improve and stream-
line all parts of their store operations while creating value from collecting and ana-
lyzing their in-store data. 

The Dawn of Data-Driven Automation 

The hardest part for many retailers is realizing that 
maintaining optimal inventory conditions requires much 
more than just keeping shelves stocked. Retailers must 
be able to perform a full impact analysis of in-stock and 
out-of-stock (OOS) items identified by aisle, depart-
ment, vendor and category, then prioritize by true in-
ventory value. The opportunity to gain real-time inven-
tory visibility delivers a 20/20 vision of all shelves, dis-
plays, planograms, and end-caps, which then can be 
combined with other locations to provide chain-wide 
operational and financial health status. 

Some of the earliest momentum in the quest to mone-
tize data emerged with the arrival of grocery robots de-

signed to automate the tedious and time-consuming tasks of checking store 
shelves for missing, misplaced, and mispriced products. The ability to automate 

 

1. https://www.dunnhumby.com/resources/reports/monetising-insights/en/forrester-future-retail-     

revenues-must-be-data-led.  
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 inventory scans and assess shelf conditions quickly and accurately has opened the door to a flood of related 
data with the potential to transform operations and boost profit margins.  

For instance, shelf-scan results can be amplified by trending analyses that also examine sell-through and 
pricing data, as well as OOS item duration and frequency by store. Armed with up-to-the-minute shelf details, 
retailers can ensure ample supplies of “high flyers,” even during peak shopping times. Moreover, the impact 
of omnichannel solutions, including e-commerce, online order pickers, and curbside delivery options, can be 
gauged to deliver a big-picture view of what impacts inventory the most and when. 

In addition, data collection enables daily updates to a retailers’ mobile shopping apps, which streamlines 
online order picking. At the same time, upgraded teamwork with the stores’ pricing departments improves in-
ventory replenishment and stricter planogram compliance.  

Sharing Data = Greater Collaboration 

Gaining greater insights from real-time data also facilitates in-
creased collaboration with third-party suppliers and advertisers. Be-
cause retailers regularly invest millions of dollars in product adver-
tising and promotions, business decisions should not be limited to 
those made on traditions, intuition, or insufficient information.  

Multipurpose robots are doing double duty when it comes to gather-
ing and sharing storewide performance metrics. The opportunity to 
leverage real-time insights is poised to transform the role of product 
and category managers as well as providers of consumer packaged 
goods. Everyone benefits from knowing what is selling, what’s not, 
who are typical buyers, and what are the geographical, seasonal, or 
regional trends or preferences. 

Being able to share relevant data at the right time ensures proper analysis of online and in-store customer 
purchasing habits and brand preferences that can be acted upon immediately to provide the best possible 
shopping experience. Linking critical actions to performance metrics is crucial, as is taking a top-down look at 
every department and merchandise category. Producing actionable business insights from customer, opera-
tional, and process data is the key to discovering new revenue and profit sources. 

Store Safety is a Priority 

Aside from keeping tabs on what is happening on shelves and throughout the store, data-driven automation 
also is playing an expanded role in making sure floors and walkways are safe. Autonomous robots have 
earned high marks for patrolling stores in search of any type of hazard. Every retailer can appreciate a set of 
unblinking eyes on this task as slip-and-fall incidents are among the most frequently occurring types of on-
premises liability lawsuits.  

Autonomous robots tirelessly patrol stores to provide real-time alerts to management’s mobile or handheld 
devices. According to the National Floor Safety Institute, the average cost to defend against a slip-and-fall 
lawsuit is $50,000, while the average judgment awarded in trial cases can reach twice that amount. 

Even though all retailers are required legally to protect their stores, they often lack the data-gathering where-
withal and applications to identify and analyze where the greatest risks exist. Compiling such data over time 
delivers actionable insights into specific times of the day and days of the week when such incidents are most 
likely to happen. 

With detailed visibility into patterns and trends across aisles, stores, regions, and brands, retailers can estab-
lish safety KPIs to quantify their investments and results. Reducing accident claims should lead to lower in-
surance premiums and increases in net promoter scores,  proving that gathering safety data in real-time truly 
yields tangible business value. 

In today’s highly competitive retail market, stores that embrace a data-driven approach to running their busi-
nesses are more likely to stay in the race for consumers’ minds and wallets. 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Revolutionizing customer experience with big data 

and advanced analytics 
 

By Brian Elliott, Partner, McKinsey & Company  

 

T he earliest retailers lacked every modern convenience we take for granted to-
day, but they still enjoyed a major advantage over their 21st century counter-

parts: shopkeepers knew each and every one of their customers—and their 
needs—intimately. 

Although retail evolved from small shops to large department stores and endless 
online marketplaces that gather a wealth of once-unthinkable customer information, 
merchandisers still struggle to understand their shoppers. 

But the advent of big data and advanced analytics is about to take merchandising 
full circle, making possible levels of personalization that promise to transform cus-
tomer experience, allowing retailers to offer old-school tailored service via 21st cen-
tury technology. 

I recently participated in a panel discussion at Northwestern University’s Retail An-
alytics Council’s 3rd Annual Retail Robotics and AI Conference, and would like to 
share some of my observations about the trends and opportunities retailers cannot 
afford to ignore. 

A year of upheaval behind us, a year of opportunity ahead 

The pandemic ushered in a seismic shift that reordered the entire retail playing field 
across every channel. With millions of consumers stuck at home for months, e-
commerce exploded, compressing a decade’s worth of digital penetration into just 
100 days.  

These newly minted online shoppers quickly upended the prevailing retail order. 
Fully 75 percent of U.S. consumers tried new channels and shopping habits, while 
40 percent of them abandoned trusted brands for new ones, both truly shocking 
numbers from a loyalty perspective- a once in a lifetime disruption.  We also saw 
connection and empathy with frontline workers and how companies treat them leap 
into the top 5 reasons for why they choose where to shop – not just in the US but 
across Europe as well. Human connection and purpose behind where I shop have 
a real role to play as we come out of the pandemic. Those are now part of the 
“customer experience”. 

So how do you build or recover the loyalty of these shoppers? Customer experi-
ence—both in store and online in a more merged physical and digital experience —
is what anchors these shoppers. And retailers are now facing nothing less than a 
once-in-a-generation opportunity to grow and sustain their customer base, or re-
capture those lost during the pandemic.  

If we rewind back to the beginning of merchandising, there was a single merchant 
running a single store who knew every customer. He could adjust the assortment, 
the price, the messaging, and even the store layout or merchandising to appeal to 
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 his priority customers. That's the level of personalization big data and advanced analytics are now making 
possible. The question is, how do you operationalize that?  

In the last decade, we have seen a massive expansion in big data and in real-time data. Supply chain, Pricing 
and Promotions have all taken a leap forward in advanced analytics as a result. With the proliferation of digital 
touch points and the rise of big data, customer experience is also now poised to leap towards a new bench-
mark: the ability to continuously estimate the health of the relationship with each and every customer, 
every day. To take advantage of this new possibility, we just launched Experience DNA1, a cutting-edge plat-
form that makes this continuous benchmarking  a reality and then identifies the value of different ways of  re-
sponding to changes in that health.  We have seen this take off in travel and banking; we believe it is on the 
cusp of reshaping retail as well. 

Finally, we can put investing in customer experience on the same footing as investing in price or pro-
motions with a direct link to lifetime value of that investment. For example, when a customer is disappointed 
by an out-of-stock, should we invest in personalized offers or simply reach out with an apology and then pro-
vide a real-time notification when stock returns? Should we enable a more human connection by automating 
outreach from the cashier as they check-out or send a text from the store manager and offer the customer a 
free coffee to connect the next time they are in the store so they get to know one another?   

The answer: Different customers prefer different response to positive and negative events AND have different 
lifetime value at stake.  What you do for each will make it feel personal and responsive at scale. 

I’ll conclude with three takeaways: 

1.  We've reached a historic moment for retail loyalty: On one hand we have been rocked by record 
levels of brand-loyalty disruption during the pandemic. And on the other hand, we’re on the verge of 
the next big wave in retail customer experience, so this is the time to act on it and anchor your brand 
loyalty.  

2. Retailers need to start architecting for the future by figuring out how they’re going to acquire and 
orchestrate customer-specific data and interventions. A 360-degree, daily relationship measure and 
near real-time view to trigger events will be the key that unlocks your customer experience efforts. 

3. Once you have an initial view of each customer relationship, take an agile approach to identify the 
highest value interventions and triggers that can improve their loyalty so you can then automate and 
scale with a view to ROI.  

1. https://www.mckinsey.com/business-functions/marketing-and-sales/solutions/periscope/solutions/customer-experience-

solutions/xdna 
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