
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

For Retail, Low-Code Moves Mountains   
 

By Jon Nordmark, co-founder and CEO, Iterate.ai and Patrick Spear, President & CEO, 

GMDC|Retail Tomorrow 

 

T he IDC predicts that 50 percent of the world’s economy (GDP) will be controlled 
by digital-first companies by 2023.1 To be digital-first, retailers must embrace 

what are known as low-code platforms. Low-code platforms use visual interfaces 
such as icons or drag-and-drop features instead of lines of code. 

Low-code platforms unlock a “phygital” arsenal of ready-to-use weapons like AI, 
AR, IoT, and big data for retail marketing and merchandising professionals to use 
without needing to rely so heavily on increasingly overextended corporate IT de-
partments. 

Low-code is already a behind-the-scenes innovation engine. Pampered Chef’s new 
Table Platform, a next-gen social commerce live-video selling platform that re-
placed the company’s reliance on Facebook, is built on low code. So are the ad-
vanced AI applications behind Circle K’s Pay-by-Plate program, the winner of Eu-
rope’s 2021 Technology Innovation Award for Convenience Stores.2 Low-code was 
used to build and deploy Ulta Beauty’s customized, NLP-infused chatbot. Low-code 
is also creating AI- and camera-based weapons detection technologies to prevent 
unpredictable shooting incidents, like the 10-person mass killing that occurred in a 
Boulder, Colorado grocery store earlier this year. 

18 reasons why low-code is every modern retail marketer and merchandiser’s 
dream right now: 

1. Low-code speeds up retail software/application development by as 
much as 17x versus traditional coding. 

2. Low-code costs up to 10x less than traditional development. 

3. Low-code is modular – think drag-and-drop Lego bricks with pre-coded 
capabilities for AI, AR, etc. See figure 1.  
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 Figure 1. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 
 
 

4.   That speed + cost + modularity combination gives retailers the opportunity to experiment  
       much more readily. 

5. 450 million of the world’s next 500 million apps will be built with low- 
      code.3 

6. Millions of apps will be built by digital developer ecosystems, not just by traditional internal 
IT teams. IDC says that “by 2023, 60 percent of the G2000 will have a Digital Developer 
Ecosystem with thousands of developers.”  

7. Even kids are developing on low-code platforms today. For example, they develop and 
publish 30,000 new games to the Roblox platform every day. 

8. Low-code platforms modernize legacy technology stacks by layering on top of them – al-
lowing third-party developers to interact remotely with enterprise tech teams and market-
ers. 

9. Some low-code platforms can operate agnostically on any cloud (from Google to AWS to 
Flexential) or within retailers’ on-premise environments. 

10. Some low-code platforms can operate on edge devices (for IoT enablement) which is 
where IDC predicts more than 50% of enterprise deployments will happen by 2023.4  

11. Low-code works for prototyping and as middleware. 

12. Low-code facilitates the easy deploy-
ment of the five forces of innovation -- 
IoT, AI, big data, startup solutions, and 
blockchain. This means that prototypes 
can include connections into enterprise 
data via Oracle, SAP, and Salesforce 
connectors. It also means that AI can be 
built and deployed by developers who 
are not formally trained in AI. See figure 
on right. 

 

3. https://www.cnbc.com/2020/04/01/new-microsoft-google-amazon-cloud-battle-over-world-without-code.html 

4. https://www.idc.com/research/viewtoc.jsp?containerId=US45599219 
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 13. Prototypes built with low-code can be quickly moved into production environments and  
      scaled. 

14. Amazon, Apple, Alibaba, Microsoft have deployed low-code initiatives. 

15. Half of advertising spend has moved to the Internet, meaning marketers need to be more  
      digital.  

16. Notably, marketing is interacting with a product’s journey. Gathering IoT data from product  
usage and sensors like cameras are becoming normal; products talk with apps that talk        
with marketers. Low-code makes the development of these capabilities far easier. 

17. The U.S. transformation to digital has been driven largely by Google, Amazon, Facebook,  
      and Apple -- it’s also made marketing more “in-the-moment” and intent-based. Low-code     
      helps marketers be more responsive and address opportunities at a new speed-to-market.    
      See figure below. 
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 18. Low-code enables retailers to build entirely new platforms (like Pampered Chef’s) or pro-
duce entirely new and advanced features (like Circle K’s Pay-by-Plate that reads license 
plates, identifies a car’s driver, activates the fuel pump, asks the driver if s/he wants curbside 
delivery of a drink, and emails a receipt after the driver leaves the pump location). 

In summary, low-code platforms are fast and easy alternatives to traditional software development. Low-code 
gives every retailer an opportunity to become digital-first and more competitive, enabling higher speeds, lower 
costs, and higher experimentation velocities. Low-code is also the gateway to “citizen developers” (non-
professional coders) and marketers who can use a low-code platform to create apps of varying complexities 
(AI, blockchain, IoT, and enterprise connectivity) to meet digital business demands and accelerate digital 
transformation. 

 

 



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Models for Organizing the Retail Data Science  

Function Survey Results  
 
By Martin Block, Professor, Integrated Marketing Communications and Executive Director, 

Retail Analytics Council, Northwestern University 

 

W e recently sent a survey to 63 Retail Analytics Council board members to de-
termine the Models for Organizing the Retail Data Science Functions in their 

organizations. Of the 63 surveys sent, we saw a typical completion rate: 19 were 
opened with ten responding. Here is the data: 

AI Development Stages 

Initially, the firm did not have much AI experience/ expertise, and so implemented 

one (or a few) standalone simple rule-based applications e.g., simple chatbots. Af-

ter some positive experiences, the firm implemented standalone machine-learning 

applications e.g., apps, somewhat sophisticated chatbots. Finally, the firm is look-

ing to implement or has implemented enterprise-wide machine learning applica-

tions.  

The firm already had a store of AI knowledge/ experience/ expertise (say, via man-

agers hired from elsewhere, or via consultants, or other sources). Initially, the firm 

implemented standalone machine-learning applications e.g., apps, somewhat so-

phisticated chatbots. Next, the firm is looking to implement or has implemented en-

terprise-wide machine learning applications. 

Initially, the firm did not have much AI experience/ expertise, and so the firm imple-

mented one (or a few) standalone simple rule-based applications e.g., simple chat-

bots. After some positive experiences, the firm implemented enterprise-wide rule-

based applications. The firm is now examining whether to implement machine 

learning applications. 

Decentralized Model 

Analytics are scattered across the organization in different functions and business 

units. See chart on next page. 
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Recourses allocated within their silos.  

Detractors are unhappy customers who can damage your brand and impede growth through negative word-of

-mouth. Passives are satisfied but unenthusiastic customers who are vulnerable to competitive offerings. Pro-

moters are loyal enthusiasts who will keep buying and refer others, fueling growth.1       
 

 
 

Functional Model 

Analysts are in the functions where most analytic activity takes place.  

                         
 

1. https://www.netpromoter.com/know/ 

11% 

Passive 
11% 

Promoter 
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Resource allocation driven by functional agenda.  

 

 

Consulting Model 

Analysts work together in a central group but act as internal consultants.  

 

Resources allocated on availability on first come first served basis 

 

 

 

 

 

10% 

Promoter 
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 Centralized Model 

Analysts reside in a central group where they serve a variety of functions and work on diverse projects.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Ownership and management of resource allocation and project prioritization within a central pool. 

 

 

Center of Excellence Model 

Analysts are located in units throughout the organization and their activities coordinated by a central entity.  
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 Alignment of analytics initiative and resource allocation to enterprise priorities without operational involve-

ment.   

 

Federated Model 

Centralized group of analytics deployed to enterprise initiatives.  

                        

Same as Center of Excellence but with need-based operational involvement.  
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 Democratic Model 

Everyone in your organization has access to data via BI tools or data portals. Can be combined with any oth-

er previous models. 

                          

The company that integrates such a model usually invests a lot into data science infrastructure tooling and 

training. 
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 AI Job Descriptions 
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 Fastest Growing (Over 20 percent) 

Data Architect (29 percent).  Critical for working with large amounts of data.  However, if you don’t solely 

rely on cloud platforms this role is critical to warehouse the data define database architecture centralize data 

and ensure integrity across different sources. 

Data Journalists (21 percent)  Make sense of data output by putting it in the right context. Tasked with artic-

ulating business problems and shaping analytics results into compelling stories. Though required to have 

coding and statistics experience they should be able to present the idea to stakeholders and represent the 

data team with those unfamiliar with statistics. 

Chief Analytics Officer/Chief Data Officer (20 percent).  Key leadership role. The CAO a “business trans-

lator” bridging the gap between data science and domain expertise, acting both as a visionary and a tech-

nical lead. 

Machine Learning Engineer (19 percent) Combines software engineering and modeling skills by determin-

ing which model to use and what data should be used for each model. Probability and statistics are also their 

forte. Everything that goes into training monitoring and maintaining a model is part of the ML engineer’s job. 

Slower Growing (15 percent or lower) 

Data Scientist (15 percent).  Solves business tasks using machine learning and data mining techniques.  

The role can be narrowed down to data preparation and cleaning with further model training and evaluation. 

Data Engineer (15 percent). Engineers implement, test, and maintain infrastructural components that data 

architects design. Realistically the role of an engineer and the role of an architect can be combined. 

Business Analyst (12 percent). A business analyst basically implements a CAO’s functions but on the oper-

ational level. This implies converting business expectations into data analysis. If your core data scientist 

lacks domain expertise, a business analyst bridges this gulf. 

Data Architect (11 percent). This role is critical for working with large amounts of data.  However, if you 

don’t solely rely on cloud platforms this role is critical to warehouse the data define database architecture 

centralize data and ensure integrity across different sources. 

Application/Data Visualization Engineer (9 percent). Role is only necessary for a specialized data science 

model. In other cases, software engineers come from IT units to deliver data science results in applications 

that end-users face. 

Finally, we asked what solutions are driving impact now and expected to increase impact in the future? The 

responses were: robotic process automation, Scrum master, agile PM, and prioritization of AI vs. other initia-

tives.  



 
 
 
 
 
 

 

Successful Application of AI in Retail –  

Ten Takeaways from the 2021 Retail Robotics  

& AI Conference 
 

By Matt St.John, Director, Analytics Centre of Excellence, Best Buy Canada  

 

I  had the pleasure of attending the 2021 Retail Robotics and AI virtual conference 
last May. The multi-day virtual event was hosted by Northwestern University and 

the Retail Analytics Council and attended by executives from large and well-known 
companies. Attendees were leaders in their organization’s AI journey.  Interestingly, 
it wasn’t just a gathering of data and analytics leaders, many of those sharing were 
business executives from marketing, product, and finance departments.   

The content was conversational throughout 
the three days, executives shared their AI use 
cases in personalization, supply chain and lo-
gistics, customized planograms, store labor 
planning, assortment, inventory allocation, 
pricing, and demand forecasting.  It was great 
to be inspired with successful AI use cases in 
retail that were scaled, in production, and 
providing value.  It was also extremely valua-
ble to hear what did not work and some key 
lessons learned along the way.   

Below are the top 10 takeaways from the 
event: 

1. AI is an enabler that powers busi-
ness strategy, there is no AI strategy 
itself. You must start with the business 
objectives and line up implementation accordingly.  It is not about a central 
AI team in an innovation lab, it is about helping build an integrated AI capa-
bility within an organization that helps to better achieve its goals. 

2. The decentralized, embedded Centre of Excellence model for analytics 
and AI is ideal, with a centralized model for data, data platforms, and gov-
ernance. 

3. Data silos are still a challenge and a standardized, shared data platform 
remains a priority. 

4. With AI, you are trying to influence the culture of an organization.  Start 
with low hanging fruit to achieve small wins that will help the larger transfor-
mation. 

5. Pick a domain to focus AI rather than a single use case, as one use-case 
leads to other related ones within a business area, and you gain from net-
work effects. 

“It was great to be in-

spired with successful 

AI use cases in retail 

that were scaled, in 

production, and 

providing value.  It was 

also extremely valua-

ble to hear what did 

not work and some key 

lessons learned along 

the way.” 
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 6. The data, technology, and algorithms of the future are here today. The obstacles are implementa-
tion, talent, and culture.  In large, mature, and successful organizations there is a powerful inertia to 
maintain the status quo and do things the way they’ve always been done.  Solving business problems 
with AI solutions that are in production, scaled, and delivering a strong financial return, requires signifi-
cant leadership in change management. 

7. Take an approach of either 'behind the scenes enabler', or 'out in front leading the way', depending 
on the culture and stage the company or department is in with AI and analytics. 

8. Invest in both automating low value add processes to save labor hours, and AI innovation for larger 
gains in growth. 

9. Partner with Universities for an AI talent pipeline, experimental projects, and educational programs. 

10. A decade ago, too much emphasis was placed on the Data Scientist as a single, unicorn person. 
Now, it is more thought of Data Science as a capability, with many roles needed within an organization 
to make successful. In fact, Data Engineers and Data Analysts are the highest demand roles in data 
and analytics, and the Data Scientist is somewhere in the middle. 

It was a pleasure being a part of the event and hearing from retail executives leading AI in their organization. 
In a field with content dominated by media hype, marketing, and sales, it was truly refreshing to hear from 
peers with similar challenges and goals, sharing their wins, failures and lessons learned.   
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