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Introduction  
While the challenges and disruption that have defined the retail industry 
for the past five years were made worse by the global pandemic, the 
customer behaviors that drove industry disruption solidified. As a result, 
we have a clear picture of the omnichannel experience expectations of 
consumers that are here to stay. With experience expectations known, the 
uncertainty that once surrounded investments to support the ecosystem 
for retail of the future has faded. Now there is clear opportunity for 
retailers with the capacity to invest to focus on enhancing their 
omnichannel customer experience (CX), communications, and 
engagement platform. In doing so, retailers can entrench themselves in the 
minds of consumers who want to shop brands that understand their needs and share their values. 

Industry Trends 

Retail Challenges 
The retail industry has faced years of disruption and digital transformation driven by shifting consumer preferences and 
buying behaviors. The global pandemic added further challenges to an industry already facing uncertainty while also forcing 
industrywide changes to the ways that retailers serve customers and consumers interact with retail brands. As consumer 
shopping behaviors changed, they proved to represent a more permanent shift than just a temporary change.  

During the pandemic, consumers pulled back on their retail spending, both in response to economic and employment 
challenges and because there were fewer opportunities to spend as a result of lockdowns, travel limitations, and other 
COVID-related situations. In the IDC Retail Insights Consumer Survey from September 2020, consumers estimated that their 
retail spending dropped to less than 25% of household spending during the pandemic, down from 35% of household 
spending pre-pandemic. Beyond changes in the amount they spent on retail purchases, consumers also shifted where they 
spent — rapidly moving their spending from in-store purchases to ecommerce channels. The online share of retail spending 
jumped from an estimated 35–40% prior to the pandemic to an estimated 75% during the pandemic; consumers anticipate 
that spending will remain high post-COVID, split roughly evenly between in-store and online purchases. 

Omnichannel customer engagement and communication is an essential investment for 
retailers to support customers today as well as demands in the future. 

KEY STATS 
» 55% of retailers rate CX innovation among 

their top 2 priorities for transformation 
over the next three years. 

» 68% of retailers view AI as essential in 
solving the business challenges within 
customer service and contact center 
management. 
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Moreover, experience expectations have risen among consumers as well. The same survey found that almost 60% of 
shoppers are likely to shop elsewhere if a retailer does not offer a "buy online, pick up in store" (BOPIS) option. Roughly 
half of shoppers are likely to shop elsewhere if they can't return items bought online to an in-store location, if they can't 
do curbside pickup, or if they can't see in-store inventory availability prior to making a shopping trip. 

The direct impacts of these shifts in buying behavior were evident because there was a clear and dramatic separation in 
revenue growth across retail segments. The indirect impacts, while less apparent, are nonetheless significantly important. 
As consumers reduced spending and shifted retail channels, they have had the opportunity to reevaluate priorities and 
reconsider how and when they spend their money. For retailers, this is a critical moment — an opportunity to meet 
customers' shifting behaviors and preferences to gain longer-term customer loyalty.  

Retailers Respond with Investment in Customer Experience 
In the face of dramatically shifting customer expectations and shopping behaviors, retailers are responding.  
CX innovation is now a top priority for business transformation, with 55% of retailers rating CX innovation among their 
top 2 priorities for transformation over the next three years, according to IDC's Global Retail Innovation Survey from  
June 2020. Among the retailers that rated CX innovation as a top priority, more than half are taking action by 
consolidating customer data and developing advanced analytics, about one-quarter are evolving their loyalty programs, 
and more than 20% are focused on delivering contextual interactions with their customers.  

Such investments are essential in a changed retail industry. With consumers looking for brands that match their values, 
and with high expectations around omnichannel experiences, the right investments in omnichannel CX can help 
differentiate retailers at a time when consumers are more likely to switch their retailer of choice. 

Technology Solutions That Meet the Challenges of Retail 

Omnichannel Customer Engagement  
The ability to connect with and engage customers and coordinate engagement activities and experiences seamlessly 
across channels requires an omnichannel customer engagement platform that delivers automation for the retailer and 
personalized experiences for the consumer. With an omnichannel engagement platform, retailers can reach customers 
across channels wherever they want to engage with the brand, with a single view of the customer and consistent 
messaging regardless of channel. Such a platform enables retailers to unify customer data into a single source, track 
customer behavior across digital and mobile properties, reengage with consumers who haven't returned or who 
abandoned carts, automate notifications and reminders to drive accuracy and efficiency, launch new products with 
curated audiences, announce promotional campaigns to select customer segments, and celebrate special occasions with 
customers in effortless ways. 

For customers, these capabilities are the difference between marketing messages that are relevant and contextual and 
feel like they are custom made for their own needs and generic messaging that feels out of place relative to how they 
have interacted with the brand in the past. In effect, a consumer can flip easily between a laptop and mobile device and 
see offers and messages similar to what is conveyed in email communications. It also means the consumer is privy to 
surprise and delightful moments — such as a birthday greeting or access to an exclusive new product — that feel 
relevant and timely.  
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Contact Center in the Cloud 
When retailers focus on creating personalized experiences for customers that are seamless across channels, it's easy to 
focus on omnichannel engagement, marketing communications, and seamless online and instore experiences.  
Another key is enabling the best customer service experiences for customers via contact centers in the cloud.  
When contact centers are optimized for consumers, customers can easily and efficiently navigate to an available agent 
who can effectively answer their question or field their concerns in a personalized way with empathy. This means that 
agents need a view to a single, shared source of customer data and insight regardless of where they are working from or 
which agent is fielding the call. Real-time access to purchase behavior, order information, past purchases, home store 
information, and preferences is a critical component of an effective contact center experience. And as a result of the 
pandemic, the need for always-on, resilient operations is top of mind among retailers.  

A modern contact center in the cloud solves the challenges posed by disparate information by providing real-time 
support and live chat capabilities, reducing hold times and shortening queues, enabling real-time insights and 
recommendations, allowing for seamless order tracking and returns management, and — essential in the current 
environment — enabling mobile or remote work for agents.  

Chatbots 
When retailers add automated chatbots to their customer service technology capabilities, they can further enhance 
customer experience by delivering faster customer interactions at lower operating costs. This in turn improves efficiency 
and resiliency while creating better customer experiences. For quick, common questions, consumers can quickly chat 
online to find an answer, without having to track down the customer service contact information, wait in a queue with 
other callers, navigate the phone tree, and speak with a live agent. Chatbots allow the retailer to perform a degree of call 
triage that is self-selecting for customers who prefer the convenience of chat and who have questions that are easy to 
field in automated fashion, such as questions related to products, delivery, store locations or hours of operation, or 
returns and exchanges. In some instances, retailers can even offer a sales or reservation function via chat, which can 
further streamline a customer's experience. 

The Next Frontier in Omnichannel Customer Engagement 
Beyond meeting today's challenges, retailers need to establish the foundations for a future of retail that is customer 
driven, analytically robust, and automated. Artificial intelligence (AI) is growing in importance for retailers as they address 
the future of retail. This vision of the future is as true for omnichannel customer engagement as it is for applications and 
processes across the retail enterprise. In fact, 68% of retailers globally view AI as essential in addressing the business 
challenges of customer service and contact center management, according to IDC's 2021 Industry AI Path Survey. Across 
the retail organization, AI plays a critical role in extending and augmenting human capabilities as well as automating 
processes to drive efficiency. For omnichannel customer engagement, about half of retailers (48%) are focused on 
leveraging AI to drive automation, offloading repetitive and administrative tasks so that human users are free to focus on 
higher-level, higher-touch activities. In addition, more than 40% of retailers are turning to AI embedded within point 
solutions as their preferred approach to delivering AI capabilities for customer service and contact center management. 
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Benefits  
Customers demand experiences that are tailored to their needs, meeting them how, when, and where they want to shop.  
They expect communication that is relevant and personalized and that engages them across channels in consistent ways so that 
what they experience online is aligned with what they experience in a store or when speaking with a customer service agent. 

While the industry emerges from the immediate impacts of the pandemic, customers are looking for brands that 
resonate with them on a deeper level and communicate shared values. At the same time, consumers have consolidated 
shopping trips — reducing frequency of shopping while increasing the size of their basket on a given trip. That means that 
subpar experiences that don't meet the high expectations of consumers put even more revenue on the line and have 
greater risk of customer defection. 

When retailers effectively invest in and enable omnichannel engagement, customer service, and automated chat 
functionality, they can create a consistently strong customer experience across channels that makes shopping easier for 
customers, improves loyal shopping behavior, creates stickiness among customers, and helps turn transactional 
customers into brand promoters. 

Investments in omnichannel CX are indicators of digitally mature organizations that can nimbly respond to shifting 
customer behaviors and preferences. Retailers that have more resilient business models and that are more agile in their 
ability to rapidly adapt to industry changes are more likely to find success regardless of external factors. Even during the 
pandemic-related shutdowns, nonessential retailers that had stronger CX investments and were more digitally mature in 
their capabilities were able to invest to take share from competitors that were more focused on keeping the lights on, 
postponing digital investment, and conserving cash.  

Considering Infobip 
Infobip is a global cloud communications platform that enables businesses to build connected experiences across all 
stages of the customer journey. Accessed through a single platform, Infobip's omnichannel engagement, identity, user 
authentication, and contact center solutions help businesses and partners overcome the complexity of consumer 
communications to grow business and increase loyalty. 

With over a decade of industry experience, Infobip has expanded to 65+ offices across 6 continents. It offers natively built 
technology with the capacity to reach over 7 billion mobile devices and "things" in 190+ countries connected directly to 
over 650 telecom networks. Infobip was established in 2006 and is led by its cofounders, CEO Silvio Kutić, Roberto Kutić, 
and Izabel Jelenić. 

Challenges 
For retailers, accelerating digital transformation to become more customer focused, analytics driven, and automated is 
much easier in theory than in practice. Key challenges to overcome include the following: 

» Systems: Making data accessible and usable across the value chain to enable a single view of the customer and of 
critical data and insights regardless of the source system 

» Processes: Building organizational trust in automated processes and decision making 

» People: Recruiting, hiring, and retaining critical AI talent that can support analytics and automation (data scientists, 
data engineers, AI modelers) 
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Conclusion 
Retailers face a range of challenges as they establish the foundations of the future of the industry. At a high level, retail of the 
future is both customer driven and automated. Given the need for seamless, integrated experiences across channels, an 
omnichannel customer engagement and communication platform is an essential investment to enable personalized, 
contextual, consistent experiences regardless of channel or touch point. Consumers demand this integrated experience model, 
and retailers can invest confidently knowing omnichannel shopping behaviors and processes are here to stay. Infobip's 
expertise in customer engagement and communication that seamlessly orchestrates customer engagement activities across 
channels puts the company in a strong position to provide solutions for some of the most pressing CX challenges facing 
retailers.  
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