
Re-platforming e-commerce in the 
age of the cross-channel consumer
Audiences may not be happy with the 
same old script

Introduction
As cross-channel shopping behavior becomes more 
prevalent in the retail industry, savvy companies are 
paying greater attention to the strategic importance of 
their online business capabilities. To successfully adapt 
to these behavioral changes, it will be critical for retailers 
to think differently than they had in the past about their 
e-commerce re-platforming efforts. In this report, we will 
share insights from our interviews with retail executives 
about their opinions on how re-platforming e-commerce 
needs to be executed to address multi-channel complexity. 

Setting the stage
Like the storyline to a well-written drama, the current US 
retail environment is one of the most challenging in post-
Depression history. Many consumers have been hit with 
significant reductions in their personal net worth, which 
has been driven by the downturn in home values and the 
precipitous drop in the stock market. Of further concern to 
the consumer is the unemployment rate—the highest since 
the 1980’s. 

The net impact has been erosion in consumer confidence 
resulting in consumers deleveraging balance sheets, 
increasing savings rates, and decreasing spending. The 
result for retailers has been a decline in sales in 2008 
and so far in 2009. Several large retailers have filed for 
bankruptcy, while the majority of the remaining retailers 
have largely reacted by hunkering down, focusing on 
better managing inventories, reducing costs, and closing 
underperforming stores. 

Various subplots make the story even more interesting. 
Depressed spending is occurring at a time when the retail 
industry is experiencing seismic shifts in how consumers 
shop, how they consume media, and how they interact 
not just with each other, but with retailers and the world 
around them. The story is made even more interesting 
by the growing number of retail options, the broader 
assortment available to consumers, and the dramatic 
increase in the transparency of information and pricing. All 
of this may make for a great story, but for retailers it makes 
for difficult and unprecedented times.
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However, just as in a Shakespearean play, all is not 
forsaken. In fact, during this economic downturn, a 
number of retailers continued to see positive and even 
substantial growth in online revenue. For many retailers, 
this only accelerated the trend of sales shifting from 
the store to their online channel. Further, retailers are 
beginning to recognize the increasing role and value that 
the online channel creates in influencing in-store sales. 
Retailers are recognizing that consumers have dramatically 
ramped up their pre-purchase online research. Forrester 
Research projects that by 2012, 49% of all US retail sales 
outside of groceries will either be executed online, or will 
be researched online before being executed in the store.1 
This represents a 21% compound annual growth rate2 
between 2007 and 2012. This is an aggressive shift. 

All these developments point to a fundamental change 
in the business case associated with investments in the 
online channel. It means retailers are looking beyond sales 
generated purely online to produce the required return-on-
investment (ROI) in their online infrastructure. 

The business case begins to account for the value 
generated in serving cross-channel consumers—those 
who utilize multiple channels and touch points in their 
interactions with a retailer. Cross-channel consumers may 
interact with a retail brand in many different ways for 
any one transaction. They might research online before 
going into the store, or they might be standing in the 
store reading online reviews through their smart-phones. 
Another time they might research in the store before going 
home to place an order online. Or they might place an 
order in the store against an extended assortment to arrive 
later at their home. 

The potential combinations are many and, in fact, if you 
assume that there are four channels (store, Web, call 
center/catalog, and smart-phone) and six steps to the 
purchasing process (research, select, purchase, receive, 

service, and return), this results in a mind boggling 1,296 
different cross-channel paths that a consumer may 
potentially choose. (Six purchase steps potentially executed 
in any one of four channels creates 1,296 different 
potential shopping paths − 64=1,296.)

The increased complexity does not just mean that the 
business case changes, but it also means that the online 
business, including processes, operations and related 
technologies, moves closer to the heart of the retail 
business model. 

As a result of changing consumer demands and the 
growing opportunity, the market is beginning to focus on 
re-establishing the underlying technical infrastructure of 
the e-commerce business to address the increased multi-
channel complexity. According to Forrester analyst Brian 
Walker, demand for e-commerce solutions is very strong 
as nearly one in five North American and one in four 
European enterprises are planning new or major upgrades 
of e-commerce-related platform technologies in the 
near future3. The objective is to put in place a new set of 
business capabilities that will position retailers for growth 
and address the new generation of cross-channel, Internet-
savvy consumers. 

But what does it mean to re-platform e-commerce systems 
in the age of the cross-channel consumer? Is this simply the 
next generation of a technology refresh, or is it more than 
that? In this report, we attempt to address the question: 
In what ways should retailers consider approaching their 
e-commerce re-platforming efforts in the age of the cross-
channel consumer?

The players
To enhance our perspective on this topic, we set out to 
capture insights from a representative group of retail 
executives. We chose 12 interviewees who included senior 
executives of some of retail’s largest brands, retail and 
technology industry analysts, and industry thought-leaders 
who have a deep understanding of the cross-channel 
consumer and the evolution of the multi-channel retail 
operating model. Several interviewees have recently  
gone through, or are currently going through, their own 
major technology investments to address the cross- 
channel consumer. 

“Retailers that see e-commerce as a separate business 
are missing an opportunity to pull together and win 
by tying together the Internet and store presence.”

 – Interviewee

Key terms to consider
“Multi-channel” is a business concept; our definition 
is based on the integration of channels, not simply 
the existence of multiple channels. An integrated 
multi-channel retailer satisfies a customer’s demand 
regardless of channel. Operations (including 
performance measurements) are channel-agnostic. 

“Cross-channel” is a consumer behavior whereby 
shoppers execute their research, selection, purchase, 
pick up, and return activities across channels.

1 Forrester Research, “US Retail 
e-Commerce Forecast, 2006 To 
2011” May 2007.

2 Forrester Research, “The 
Web’s Impact on In-Store 
Sales: US Cross-Channel” (May 
2007). Forrester’s retail sales 
figures are not comparable to 
Commerce Department sales 
estimates.

3 Forrester Research, “The 
Forrester Wave™: B2C 
e-Commerce Platforms,  
Q1 2009”
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Through our interviews, we attempted to aggregate their 
insights and lessons learned to share how this group 
believes re-platforming e-commerce needs to be executed 
to enable true, multi-channel integrated retailing. We 
believe the results of our efforts provide insights for 
retailers to consider as they plan their own multi- 
channel efforts. 

Scene II, act II, – or a whole new play?
The executives we interviewed told us they are viewing 
their investments in re-platforming differently from how 
they viewed them just a couple years ago. Where many 
first- or second-generation e-commerce implementations 
were focused on getting the technology infrastructure 
in place to sell online, today’s objectives, approach and 
outcomes are different.

These executives told us it takes an enterprise-wide vision 
to change the objective from “just sell online” to “serve 
customers whenever, however, and wherever they want.” 
This is a major shift from a channel-specific effort to an 
operational-centric effort that crosses all channels. This 
time, the effort cannot be relegated to the Information 
Technology (IT) department to put in place: the effort 
needs to be more operationally-centric.

Since the marketing and supply chain strategies in a multi-
channel environment are substantially more advanced 
than in a traditional store-based setting, the operational 

requirements to enable merchants are complicated. The 
requirements must take into account all of the existing 
channels, and be flexible enough to support potential 
future channels. To further complicate matters, the 
integration with the traditional store becomes much more 
critical, requiring changes to the online business and 
infrastructure, and also to the traditional store approach. 

We heard that in order to integrate e-commerce 
capabilities with the store business, many of the traditional 
store-based processes will need to change. In one 
example, we heard about the shortcoming of today’s 
channel-specific item-setup process. In a highly integrated 
model, two separate processes, one for the store and one 
for the online business would be replaced with a single 
re-engineered item-setup process that would enable the 
item to be sold in the store, on the Web, on a smart-phone 
or through a call center. The new item would be defined by 
a holistic set of attributes that would be core to enabling 
multi-channel customer service and fulfillment.

Throughout our interviews, we heard examples of 
fundamental changes that need to occur to define the  
new business requirements of a multi-channel platform. 
One executive told us, “Many retailers want to draw a clear 
line between the stores group and e-commerce group. 
This is detrimental to serving the emerging cross-channel 
customer.” And thus, the re-platforming effort has to 
engage a much broader set of stakeholders in order  
to accurately define the changes and the  
associated requirements. 

Many used the word “transformation” to describe the 
extensive effort required; including a change to skills, 
metrics, organizational structure, business processes 
and of course technology. One retail executive told us, 
“Where our earlier generations of e-commerce projects 
were implementations, this time around the multi-channel 
re-platforming must be transformational.” As a result, we 
heard that the manner in which retailers approach the 
effort needs to be fundamentally different.

Interview executive profiles
The participants in our interview-based research 
included current and former retail executives, 
industry analysts and industry thought-leaders. The 
interviewees manage or advise some of today’s 
largest traditional and online retail brands, and hold 
a broad set of leadership titles including Senior Vice 
President of Multi-channel, Executive Vice President 
of Services, Senior Vice President of e-Commerce and 
Chief Information Office and carry an average of 17 
years career experience in retail. The retailers these 
executives represent have annual sales ranging from 
$1 billion to $50 billion.

We targeted these particular executives because 
in our opinion, they are seen as visionaries in their 
approach to multi-channel retail. Many have also 
recently gone through, or are currently engaged in 
re-platforming efforts. The experience they bring 
provides first-hand knowledge and insights into the 
current and changing state of retail. 

“Organizations will be short-sighted if they believe 
they can implement the technology and then make 
the operational changes required for multi-channel 
retail later. This is a sure-fire way for IT to miss 
business expectations.” 

– Interviewee
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The plot thickens
The interviewees generally believe that a transformational 
change requires a much different approach from a 
technology refresh. A multi-channel transformation 
requires rethinking the business processes by which 
retailers operate, changing the metrics that retailers 
use to measure results, and aligning stakeholders to a 
common outcome. Only then can the requirements of the 
technology be well defined. The interviewees thought that 
the change needed to be driven from the chief executive 
officer, and that a steering committee of top senior 
executives should be in place to ensure alignment of  
the priorities. 

An interesting parallel was drawn by one executive who 
said, “Our organization understands that enterprise 
resource planning (ERP) is transformational, and we 
approached the effort in that respect, however we have 
yet to recognize that multi-channel is at least as intrusive 
and the change is at least as significant as our ERP effort.” 
The retail executives we interviewed were clear that the 
approach to re-platforming e-commerce for multi-channel 
should be aligned and executed at an enterprise-level and 
not relegated purely to the online division. Additionally, we 
heard that any transformation requires a solid enterprise-
level governance plan and dedicated resources that cross 
areas of the business. The focus here is on enabling 
business processes to be channel-agnostic, and, in so 
doing, “managing communications and expectations is 
critical in determining success.” 

Since online revenues are often much smaller than the 
amount of company-wide sales that are influenced by the 
online channel, we heard that the approach to ROI has to 
change. The potential impact on store sales from having an 
online presence needs to be factored into the calculation. 
In effect, project funding must be viewed through a new 
lens. However, we heard that the ongoing challenge for 
retailers is how to measure the ROI driven to the store from 
the investment in the online infrastructure. There continues 
to be no generally accepted method for measuring the 
multi-channel benefits that accrue to all segments of  
the organization. 

Yet another challenge discussed by executives was who 
should lead the transformation effort. We heard that, 
in the past, the e-commerce implementation effort may 
have been driven by an executive reporting to the chief 
information officer. However, interviewees thought that the 
change needs to be driven from the chief executive officer, 
and that a steering committee of top senior executives 
should be in place to ensure alignment of priorities. One 

executive suggested that the chief operations officer is the 
best choice. Another executive suggested that retailers 
might consider appointing a senior executive for the multi-
channel programs, though it may be a transitory role. The 
executive cautioned that once retailers have evolved to 
accept this new paradigm as part of their operations, this 
role may not be needed. We heard from our interviewees 
that multi-channel retail is not a separate business but 
instead should be viewed as the evolution of the retail 
operating model. Executive incentives were also mentioned 
as critical to ensure alignment with aggressive objectives of 
a true business transformation.

Ultimately, many agreed that today’s re-platforming 
approach must be truly different. The effort needs to be 
considered as part of an operational transformation. Failing 
to do this will limit the ability to define the requirements of 
the new system, and ultimately will lead to retailers missing 
on delivering the business capabilities required.

“Business capabilities should be exposed to multiple 
customer points of interaction and made available 
across channels.”
              – Interviewee
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Figure 1: Emerging enterprise capabilities 

Our interviews surfaced a set of business capabilities 
relevant to the new multi-channel retail model that 
should perhaps be thought of at the enterprise-level:

Inventory visibility: The ability to view inventory 
regardless of location, and seamlessly address customer 
demand across different channels.

Order fulfillment: The ability to automate and optimize 
for the fulfillment of orders out of a complex supply 
chain that includes direct fulfillment warehouses, 
drop-ship vendors, third-party logistic providers and 
store fulfillment.

Order capture and management: The ability to 
capture new orders and view orders in process, to see 
status, and to change, cancel or add to orders from  
any location.

Customer profile and history: The ability to access, 
modify and utilize consumer history and profile 
information to create a more relevant and consistent 
shopping experience and marketing strategy.

Pricing and promotions: The ability to provide 
consistent prices and promotions regardless of where 
the consumers may be. For some, this may mean a shift 
away from channel-specific prices and promotions—a 
major operational change.

Content management: The ability to leverage content 
consistently across channels including images, text, 
video and other digital assets.

Customer self-service: The ability to leverage customer 
self-service and customer-facing capabilities across 
channels, including product reviews, search, and 
recommendations. 

Taking it to broadway
One of the most interesting concepts that surfaced in our 
interviews was that retailers need to think about their 
technology assets in evolutionary terms. Businesses need 
to serve customers wherever they may be. This is a major 
shift away from thinking about the online infrastructure 
serving only the computer-facing consumer. We heard 
that retailers need to think more broadly about the many 
different places consumers or associates may be when 
interacting with the online infrastructure, including at 
home, at work, in the store, or even in a competitor’s 
store. Additionally a consumer may be interacting through 
the branded Web site, a smart-phone application, an 
in-store kiosk, a price-shopping site, an affiliate’s Web site, 
or through social networking sites.
 
Discussions with retail executives also highlighted the 
expanding, multi-channel capabilities of order capture. This 
would include the ability to capture an order in the store, 
on a kiosk, on the Web site, through a smart-phone or 
even potentially through an Internet widget. Additionally, 
this capability needs to be both consumer and associate-
facing. Furthermore, with today’s approach, a retailer is 
required to develop and then manage things like credit 
card logic for each application. Moving from a channel-
specific to a shared, enterprise-wide capability is a subtle 
shift that requires a dramatically different approach to 
defining and establishing the technology. While the effort 
is more complex, the change in approach is required to 
fully serve consumers regardless of where they are. 

“During the early generations of e-commerce, and 
still largely today, companies operate and invest 
by channel. However, customer expectations are 
showing the limitations of this approach.” 
              – Interviewee



The bit players
From our interviews, it became clear that the technology 
landscape only increases in complexity when thinking 
broadly about multi-channel. Relative to other industries 
or to specific functional areas, the multi-channel retail 
model requires the integration of a significant number of 
technologies as well as legacy systems. We heard from our 
interviewees that the large ERP vendors are largely absent 
on this topic, and many of the top vendors are small and 
serve only a small portion of the required functionality. Our 
interviewees speculated about continued consolidation of 
software vendors and when major ERP vendors will begin 
to address the functionality gap related to multi-channel 
retail requirements. Regardless, service orientation and 
the underlying technology architecture of the solutions 
were identified as key to leveraging vendors to address the 
broader set of business capabilities in a manner that can 
serve multiple channels.

Retailers told us that many e-commerce vendors claim their 
products offer multi-channel capabilities, although the 
majority are still sold and implemented for a single  
change. “Repairing retail plumbing is difficult at best,” said 
one retailer. 

“Our customers do not think in terms of cross- or 
multi-channel, they just expect a transparent 
customer experience.”
             – Interviewee

Curtain call
Overall, there was clear consensus that the increasing 
prevalence of cross-channel consumers has significant 
implications for retailers. Retailers need to focus on the 
development of a new set of enterprise-wide capabilities 
tied to a new multi-channel, highly integrated operational 
model. Re-platforming of the e-commerce infrastructure is 
a major initiative that needs to be considered foundational 
to the multi-channel business model. As such, the 
approach to establishing the infrastructure is intimately 
tied to the transformation of the company’s operations, 
structure and analytical metrics. In essence, the effort must 
be treated as transformational rather than as a technology 
implementation. Executives must think of the business 
case broadly and the approach needs to incorporate 
the common set of factors that are associated with 
most successful transformation initiatives: a high level of 
executive sponsorship, increased project visibility, business 
process re-engineering and executive compensation tied to 
the success of the initiative.

Ultimately, we may still only be in the second act of the 
multi-channel retail transformation. In writing the ending 
act, however, retail executives should not expect that 
pulling a page from an older script will produce a grand 
finale that garners widespread acclaim. Audiences instead 
might walk out disappointed.
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