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FUTURE OF BUSINESS: retail insights PaPer

Executive summary. 
Australia’s retail sector is facing unprecedented 
pressures due to increasing global competition and 
collapsing market barriers. Customers are better 
connected and informed than ever. Bricks-and-
mortar retailers are seeking to remain relevant, 
while facing increasing labour, transport and real 
estate costs.

The Optus Future of Business 2013 research 
identifies some detailed insights into how the retail 
industry is adapting – sometimes quite radically – 
to meet these challenges. Importantly, the research 
also reveals what consumers expect of service 
channels now and in the future.

Our research shows that retailers are establishing 
strong digital channels compared to other 
industries. New technologies and unprecedented 
access to information is changing consumer 
behaviours, but businesses remain well ahead of 
their customers in embracing new channels. Bricks-
and-mortar stores remain the preferred option for 
many consumers.

New multi-channel strategies

Retail industry leaders recognise the importance of 
providing the best experience possible no matter 
which channel the consumer uses. They understand 
that individual channels should complement 
rather than compete with each other. By doing this, 
retailers can offer improved services and value – 
and a better brand experience. 

For example, some leading retailers now offer 
consumers a number of ways to shop: conventional 
in-store and online shopping, or the option to buy a 
product online and collect it at the nearest store.

Our research shows that retailers expect digital 
channels to begin making a greater contribution 
to sales over the next few years. Expectations are 
highest for their online stores, but many retailers 
are also excited about the potential of mobile. 

Progressive retailers are already offering mobile 
apps that allow customers to track purchases, 
provide feedback and receive personalised offers for 
relevant products.

Retailers remain positive about social media while 
still working out how best to use the channel. Many 
businesses are using social media to build brand 
loyalty and gauge customer sentiment, but they are 
also keen to develop solutions to generate sales.

Customers are not yet feeling the same excitement 
about newer channels. This may change as mobile 
and social media matures and retail channels and 
consumers begin to find them valuable. 

Leading retailers are also encouraging adoption 
of the mobile channel by making available highly 
functional apps, such as mobile webchat and QR 
codes offering customers additional value.

Beyond multi-channel

Today, many retailers are developing a multi-
channel approach that mirrors customer 
preferences for dealing with them. However, 
progressive retail companies are moving beyond 
simply offering multiple channels. They are 
developing an omni-channel ecosystem that can 
cater for every customer’s desires and needs, no 
matter which channel they use. 

To deliver on an omni-channel strategy, retailers 
may need to transform their systems. Retailers 
offering an omni-channel base their operations on a 
world-class IT platform, along with fully integrated 
channels. They use big data and analytics to offer 
customers personalised service, product offerings and 
recommendations in real time and in every channel.
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Methodology.

Case study
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This Retail Insights Paper is part of a larger business and consumer 
survey conducted on behalf of Optus by Stancombe Research + 
Planning for the Optus Future of Business Report 2013.

90 decision-makers were surveyed within the retail industry who 
had IT, customer experience and marketing responsibilities.

The survey also included 273 consumers (aged 18 years or older) 
who had communicated with a retail organisation in the past 
three months. 

Respondents were asked about their experience with – or delivery 
of – service channels now, and their expectations for these 
channels in three to five years. 

An organisation’s service channels were categorised as:

ChaNNel DefiNitioN
digitaL

   onLine  
ORGAnIsATIOn’s 
wEBsITE

   sociaL media  
ORGAnIsATIOn’s FACEBOOK, 
TwITTER, LInKEdIn, YOuTuBE, 
PInTEREsT PREsEnCE

    moBiLe  
ORGAnIsATIOn’s MOBILE 
wEBsITE, MOBILE APPs 

traditionaL

  Bricks and mortar 
PHYsICAL sTORE/BRAnCH

   contact centre  
TELEPHOnE/EMAIL COnTACT

HEAd OF CusTOMER ExPERIEnCE
Michaela, Head of Customer Experience for a fashion retailer was 
interviewed as part of the Optus Future of Business 2013 research. 

Michaela has been in the business a long time and the group she 
works for owns three of Australia’s iconic fashion retail brands. A 
lot has changed for her over the past five years. 

Her focus is the online channel where targets are being exceeded, 
while the brand’s bricks-and-mortar business ticks along. 

Michaela’s key challenge is to emulate the in-store experience 
online (including capturing the retail ‘high’). She believes that it 
is not about doing things faster, or being mobile, it’s about being 
better integrated across all channels and platforms.

It is about having systems that ‘humanise’ the online world so 
Michaela is still connecting a front-of-house person to her customers.

Experience has told her that when you stop being a ‘face’ or a 
‘person’, customer expectations become unrealistic.

Michaela plans to: 
•  Interact with customers when they are buying or browsing  
 online, just as they do in-store.
by:
•  Creating the best possible online capabilities.
•  Developing the ability to track consumer browsing patterns so  
 she can implement best-practice marketing.
•  Making the online channel feel like it delivers an equivalent  
 standard of service to bricks and mortar.
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Bricks-and-mortar innovation 
through integration.
As the digital channels mature, retailers expect them 
to contribute more to revenues. Optus’ research shows 
that as retailers step up their plans to sell online, they 
expect the channels’ contribution to sales to rise and the 
contribution of bricks-and-mortar stores to fall. 

Even so, retailers recognise many customers still prefer 
physical stores – and they are finding new ways of 
integrating bricks and mortar with digital channels to 
open up new opportunities. 

Consumers are also, in their own way, taking a 
multi-channel approach to retail. In a trend called 
‘showrooming’, consumers photograph products in-store 
and search for cheaper prices online.

This is reflected in our research as increasing numbers of 
consumers are planning to research products in bricks-
and-mortar outlets and make purchases online over the 
next few years.

Retailers are responding to showrooming by integrating 
bricks and mortar with digital channels. For example, 
progressive retail businesses are:

• transforming bricks-and-mortar outlets so that they  
 encourage showrooming with the retailer’s own online  
 store using personalised offers 
• integrating mobile and bricks-and-mortar outlets,  
 offering in-store webchat and QR codes to scan for  
 product availability or special offers
• implementing advanced product category  
 management and personalisation technologies to  
 enable the retailer to target consumers with relevant  
 offers in real time in any channel.

average CoNtriBUtioN to SaleS

NoW (%)  3–5 yrs (%)

OnLInE
31% GROwTH→

→ 9% sHRInKAGE
BRICKs And 

MORTAR

30 78

44 77

RESEARCHING PRODUCTS/
SERVICES

PURCHASING AND
PAYMENT

3-5
YEARS

NOW

68 27

70 47

RESEARCHING PRODUCTS/
SERVICES

PURCHASING AND
PAYMENT

3-5
YEARS

NOW

ONLINE

BRICKS AND 
MORTAR

CoNSUMerS’ CUrreNt aND eXPeCteD PreferreD  PUrPoSe for USiNg...

 (%)  



4 FUTURE OF BUSINESS: RETAIL InsIGHTs PAPER

Multi-channel strategies in a  
challenging market.
To improve customer engagement and drive revenue in this new 
environment, many retailers are aggressively adopting a multi-channel 
approach. However, customers are yet to embrace the digital channels 
with the same enthusiasm.

This is most pronounced in mobile. Only 6 per cent of consumers used this 
channel in the three months before our survey – half the average for all 
industries in the Optus Future of Business Report, indicating the industry 
has work to do to convince consumers of the benefits of mobile.

Despite customers’ comparatively low uptake of digital channels, 
retailers plan to ramp up their use over the next three to five years: 97 
per cent plan to offer the online channel, 92 per cent social media and 
89 per cent mobile.

Retailers also recognise the continued importance of bricks and mortar, 
with 97 per cent expecting to offer this channel in three to five years. 

PuRPOsE OF dIGITAL CHAnnELs EvOLvInG

At the same time, retailers expect the primary purpose of digital 
channels to evolve from providing information to generating revenues. 
In fact, 67 per cent of retailers already sell products over the web – well 
above the all-industries average of 50 per cent.

However, many consumers are yet to be convinced about the benefits 
of purchasing products over digital channels. The most popular purpose 
for using online is still to research products and services.

ChaNNelS USeD iN laSt 3 MoNthS

BUSiNeSS (%)  consumer (%)

onLine 31%89%

Bricks 
and 
mortar

17%43%

sociaL  
media

84%95%
contact 
centres

5%69%

moBiLe 6%49%

COnvEnIEnCE KEY FOR COnsuMERs

Consumers are clear about what they want from the 
online channel: convenience. For example, 53 per cent 
say saving time is crucial, well above the all-industries 
average of 40 per cent.

Retail customers tend to use mobile and social media 
for these same convenience-related reasons. However, 
the actual numbers are quite low compared to online, 
indicating that mobile and social media are not yet 
overly compelling for consumers.

For retailers, this presents an opportunity to gain a 
competitive edge by delivering engaging social media 
and mobile services.

CoNSUMerS’ reaSoNS for USiNg ChaNNelS

(%) 

onLine sAvEs TIME

sAvEs TIME

sIMPLE And  
EAsY TO usE

sIMPLE And  
EAsY TO usE

dOn’T HAvE TO  
TALK TO A PERsOn

sAvEs TIME

IT TAKEs LEss EFFORT 
THAn OTHER CHAnnELs

sIMPLE And  
EAsY TO usE

dOn’T HAvE TO  
TALK TO A PERsOnsociaL media

moBiLe

53

24

26

36

22

20

28

20

18
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Maturing channels need  
maturing metrics.
As their digital channels mature, retailers are starting 
to apply tougher metrics when evaluating their 
performance. For example, increased revenue is now the 
most popular measure of online success among retailers. 
In fact, this metric is 11 per cent higher in retail than the 
average for all industries.

Retailers are also keen to expand into new markets, with 
a quarter of them nominating customer acquisition as a 
key success measure for online.

By contrast, only 19 per cent of retailers used customer 
satisfaction as a success measure, well below the all-
industry average of 34 per cent.

Retailers currently do not expect the less mature 
digital channels to generate revenue. Only 9 per cent of 
retailers cite revenue generation as a success measure 
for social media, while 16 per cent do so for mobile. 

Instead, the top success measure for mobile and social 
media is customer uptake, with customer retention 
another popular metric. Similarly, in social media, 
customer satisfaction is an important success measure.

This stands to reason, as social media and mobile 
give businesses more opportunities to contact and 
be available to customers, allowing them to establish 
relationships and provide a better experience. 
However, in mobile, more than a quarter of retailers 
nominate a more tangible success measure: 
transaction volume.

This is a sign of things to come, as retailers expect the 
social media and mobile channels to follow online and 
start contributing to sales.

BUSiNeSS’ MeaSUreS of SUCCeSS

(%) 

onLine
InCREAsEd  
REvEnuE

CusTOMER  
uPTAKE

CusTOMER  
uPTAKE

CusTOMER  
ACquIsITIOn

TRAnsACTIOn  
vOLuME

CusTOMER  
RETEnTIOn

CusTOMER  
uPTAKE

CusTOMER  
RETEnTIOn

CusTOMER  
sATIsFACTIOnsociaL media

moBiLe

37

29

46

25

27

38

25

24

37

sOCIAL MEdIA And MOBILE ExPECTEd TO 
GEnERATE REvEnuE

Of all industries, retail has the highest expectations of 
social media as a sales tool. The sector is predicting a 
700 per cent increase in contribution to sales from this 
channel – albeit from a low base – over the next three to 
five years.

Retail anticipates mobile to grow its contribution to sales 
by a lesser but still impressive 180 per cent over the 
same period.

To fuel this rise, retailers are seriously ramping up their 
plans to offer payments through social media and 
mobile websites and apps.

However, consumers still need to come on board 
with social media and mobile. While 21 per cent of 
consumers expect retailers to have a social media 
presence in three to five years, only 4 per cent of 
consumers listed social media as their preferred channel 
over that period. 

Mobile will be a little more popular: 30 per cent expect 
the channel to be available and 12 per cent believe it will 
be their preferred channel.

average CoNtriBUtioN to SaleS

NoW (%)  3–5 yrs (%)

180% GROwTH

700% GROwTH

→

→
sOCIAL MEdIA

MOBILE
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Guiding customers into the brave 
new retail world.
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The research indicates there is a disconnect between retailers and 
consumers over their expectations of social media and mobile channels. 
By contrast, the vast majority of consumers believe they will continue to 
prefer bricks and mortar in three to five years, while online will remain the 
second most preferred option. 

When asked about the major barriers to using social media or mobile, 
consumers nominated ‘not suitable for my purposes’ as the top reason for 
both channels. Inertia and dislike also played important roles in stopping 
consumers from using social media or mobile.

To allow the newer digital channels to reach their potential, retailers will 
need to find ways to clearly demonstrate the benefits of their social and 
mobile channels. 

CoNSUMerS’ eXPeCteD PreferreD 
ChaNNelS iN 3-5 YrS

Bricks 
and 
mortar 84%

sociaL  
media

onLine

4%

40%

moBiLe 12%

BUSiNeSS PrioritY for iNveStMeNt

Bricks 
and 
mortar 51%

sociaL  
media

onLine

5%

28%

moBiLe 11%
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Integrating channels for better  
customer service.
The retail industry is an innovator in integrating digital channels with its 
bricks-and-mortar outlets. Our research provides further evidence the 
industry is a leader in channel integration. 

Eighteen per cent of retailers say their channels are fully integrated – well 
above the average for all industries – while the majority say their channels 
are partially integrated. However, retailers intend to reverse these figures, 
with the majority anticipating that their channels will be fully integrated in 
three to five years.

Consumers are less concerned about accessing the same features, services 
and transactions across all channels (55%) than about receiving the same 
level of service across all channels (63%). 

In fact, integration can and should improve services. For example, leading 
retailers are now offering customers a number of ways to shop: to buy in-
store, to buy online and have the product delivered, or to ‘click and collect’ 
– to buy the product online and pick it up at a bricks-and-mortar outlet.

COnsIsTEnCY Is KEY

The key message is that consistency and customer service should be the 
foundation of a channel integration strategy.

CUrreNt aND eXPeCteD levelS of ChaNNel 
iNtegratioN to SUPPort CoNSiSteNt  
CUStoMer eXPerieNCe 
Now (%)  3-5 years (%)

FuLLy 
integrated 65%18%

PartiaLLy  
integrated 28%69%



Key findings.
Based on our research, we have identified the following key findings 
that may help retailers adapt to the new economy and become even 
more customer-focused. 

• Break down barriers between teams and focus investments  
 on providing the best possible customer experience. This unified  
 approach will bring the best return on investment and ensure  
 retailers provide a consistent level of service across all channels. 
• Ensure channels complement each other to improve the customer  
 experience, such as offering customers the option to buy in-store  
 or online or to ‘click and collect’.
• Use personalisation technologies to target customers with offers  
 to purchase the right products at the right time and in the right  
 channel, potentially generating more sales.  

• Implement a single, highly functional platform for capturing (and  
 reporting on) data across all channels and markets. This is a key  
 strategy in moving beyond a traditional multi-channel approach  
 and offer a truly integrated retail experience for customers.
While implementing these strategies is not easy, the rewards 
are substantial. Omni-channel retailers build stronger customer 
relationships, increase revenues faster and expand into new markets 
and geographies more readily than the rest of the industry.

How Optus Business can help
At Optus, we understand retail. With our retail knowledge and 
experience, combined with our expertise in telecommunications and 
business solutions, we can help retailers achieve their goals. 

Our capabilities extend from telecommunication through to turn-key 
business applications. We have recently integrated our subsidiary 
Alphawest and work closely with our sister company NCS. As such we 
are in a unique position to offer a comprehensive suite of solutions 
for retailers, including:

• a robust, secure, highly available network
• contact centre solutions
• mobile solutions 
• integrated supply chain solutions 
• workflow systems between retailers and their suppliers
• other applications and managed services
•  cloud hosting and application management in our  

Australian-based data centres.

By taking advantage of our products and expertise, retailers can  
reduce costs, improve customer engagement and deliver services  
with greater flexibility. 

Our solutions will assist retailers to reduce delays and costs through 
electronic processes, and develop a collaborative environment 
across a network of outlets, suppliers and even multiple vendors.

We use business intelligence to help retailers improve productivity 
and decision making. Mobility tools allow staff to service customers 
anywhere in the store, alleviating customer frustrations and retaining 
potential lost sales due to long queues.  
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