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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY:
Over the course of the last few decades, retail has seen eCommerce emerge and 
succeed as a viable sales channel. Initially, it was unknown territory and many 
retailers were slow to adopt the technology. Today, we are currently watching 
history repeat itself—this time with mobile commerce. Retailers are hesitant to 
pursue the technology, though mobile statistics are overwhelmingly reassuring. 
According to Nielsen, 43 percent of mobile phone subscribers in the United 
States have a smartphone, and Fitch Ratings predicts this number will approach 
mid-60 percent by the end of 2012. As adoption rates increase, consumer 
behavior will continue to change, particularly when it comes to shopping. 

Mobile can benefit and support retail in new and exciting ways, but if ignored 
it can also usurp a retailer’s business. As consumers begin to experience the 
benefits of in-store mobile applications, they will start using them more frequently. 
If a retailer does not offer a store-specific app, shoppers may turn to third-
party applications—or even the competition. But by creating an in-store mobile 
experience that is interesting and valuable to consumers, the retailer keeps 
shoppers engaged and making purchases inside the store. 

Consequently, it is imperative that retailers follow the lead of Apple, Nordstrom 
and Magic Beans, and embrace in-store mCommerce now. While the prospect 
may seem overwhelming, retailers can set themselves up for success by 
following five steps that are essential to building an effective mobile strategy: 

1. Start With Your Customers
2. Align Technology And Business Process
3. Implement In Phases
4. Set Realistic Goals
5. Test And Measure Success
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The U.S. Census Bureau recently announced that eCommerce was responsible 
for 48.2 billion dollars in sales during the third quarter of 2011. A figure like that, 
coupled with the channel’s popular and pervasive presence in our retail culture, 
makes it relatively easy to criticize any retailers who were slow to respond to the 
eCommerce boom. 

Despite the benefit of this very recent example, we are currently watching 
history repeat itself. Once again, retailers are facing an enormous opportunity, 
a monumental revolution in commerce, and yet have been slow to respond. 
What happened with eCommerce is threatening to happen again with mobile 
commerce. 

A major difference is in the fact that we already know that mobile isn’t just a 
passing fad. It’s a respected and evolving channel with a unique set of benefits—
and it’s being adopted across demographic divisions. 

Smartphone adoption is on the rise, too. A survey conducted by Nielsen in the 
third quarter of 2011 revealed that approximately 43 percent of all mobile phone 
subscribers in the United States have a smartphone. And the numbers are 
projected to grow steadily. Fitch Ratings predicts that smartphone penetration 
will approach mid-60 percent by the end of 2012. As the adoption rate increases, 
consumer behavior will continue to change, particularly when it comes to 
shopping. 

Mobile technology has the potential to benefit and support retailers in new and 
exciting ways. The mobile device is so closely tied to one individual user that 
it enables retailers to send more meaningful communications based on that 
person’s unique history. Mobile also helps preserve in-store sales. Shoppers 
can browse in store and quickly access the product information and consumer 
reviews they need to feel confident about making a purchase right at that 
moment. This is clearly much preferred to the alternative—losing the sale 
(temporarily or completely) to a shopper who returns home to do research online. 

If ignored, mobile technology can usurp a retailer’s business. Tech-savvy 
shoppers already see the merits of using mobile in store, and will continue to 
gravitate toward third-party shopping applications such as Amazon Mobile, Price 
Check by Amazon and RedLaser. These apps allow shoppers to scan products 
and compare prices—Amazon Mobile and Price Check of course drive users 
to Amazon, while RedLaser, which claims to have been “downloaded over 15 
million times and has about as many uses,” aggregates results from both online 
and local retailers. These types of applications threaten the existence of in-store 
retail as we know it today. Without sales transactions, stores will be reduced to 
showrooms. It’s even reasonable to surmise that, without the ability to cover their 
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own overhead costs, it’s just a matter of time before retail stores are obliterated 
completely. 

As if its apps alone weren’t enough of a threat to in-store retail, Amazon recently 
made a more overt attack during the 2011 holidays. To promote its Price Check 
app, Amazon essentially offered people $15 to not make purchases in stores. To 
participate, shoppers had to go to a store, scan items using Price Check, then 
put them back and leave the store. They had the next 24 hours to purchase three 
items via the app at a discount of $5 each. 

As the mobile current continues to pick up, retailers will come to understand that 
the difference between offering an in-store mobile solution or not comes down 
to making sales or losing them. In December of 2011, AisleBuyer commissioned 
Retail TouchPoints to administer a survey of retail executives on their current and 
future mobile deployment plans. While only 14 percent of respondents currently 
have an in-store mobile application, 50 percent of those who do not are planning 
to introduce one in 2012. This, and other recent studies, reaffirms the fact that 
your competition is likely making mobile a priority.

Mobile, however, isn’t just a defensive strategy. It also opens up new revenue 
opportunities and solves a number of problems that have plagued retail for 
years. Mobile allows for digital advertising that can be personalized for each 
person. It also provides insight into the individual shopper, similar to the way that 
eCommerce creates a way for retailers to track and analyze shopping behavior. 
Depending on how it’s used, mobile can also decrease operations costs, lower 
marketing spend, and increase both employee performance and shopper 
satisfaction.  

By creating an in-store mobile experience that is interesting and valuable to 
consumers, retailers can deter their shoppers from firing up a third-party app or 
consulting the competition. Shoppers instead will stay engaged with the retailer’s 
brand and comfortable that they are making smart purchases right where they 
are—inside the store.

So what can be done? Retailers have the choice to either allow the in-store 
experience to be undermined, or choose to fight fire with fire. Apple, Nordstrom 
and Magic Beans are examples of those who chose the latter approach—and did 
it early. 

Apple
Apple has been known to shake things up in the retail environment. Over  the 
last few years, the company has replaced its traditional registers with store 
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associates armed with iPod touch devices for mobile point-of-sale transactions. 
For shoppers, this means streamlined service. One employee can walk through 
the entire sales process—answering all product questions, helping with 
selections, and finally, checking out. For Apple, this has also had great benefits. 
Of course, offering a valuable and differentiated in-store experience is a positive 
move for any retailer and its reputation. But more than that, Apple is benefitting 
financially by making the most out of each and every employee working a given 
shift. Each store associate can be on the floor helping shoppers, preventing 
abandonment and accepting transactions.

In November of 2011, the popular retailer took mobile commerce one step further 
and put more control in the hands of the consumer. With the release of the Apple 
Store app version 2.0, shoppers can now use their iPhone 4 or 4S to order 
products remotely and then schedule a “personal pickup” at an Apple retail store. 
Additionally, using the EasyPay self-checkout feature, shoppers can scan select 
items in the store and pay for them by simply using the credit card information 
stored in their iTunes accounts. 

Nordstrom
In the spring of 2011, fashion specialty retailer Nordstrom adopted an in-store 
mobile solution to complement and extend its reputation for superior customer 
service. After a period of testing at several locations, Nordstrom rolled out a 
system of iPod touch devices for its sales associates—approximately 5,000 
devices at half of its store locations. Using these devices, associates can look up 
past purchases, complete transactions, and spend more time assisting shoppers 
on the floor. 

Nordstrom’s approach would also help solve resource allocation issues in other 
contemporary department stores. While there seem to be registers in practically 
every department now, they are difficult to keep staffed because employees are 
also needed in the aisles with shoppers. Implementing in-store mobile devices 
gives employees the flexibility to perform both tasks—anywhere they are needed 
in the store. 

Magic Beans
Mobile adoption is imperative for retailers of all sizes. While nation-wide chains 
like Apple and Nordstrom have secured their positions as early adopters, so too 
has Massachusetts-based baby gear and toy retailer, Magic Beans. 

In 2010, Magic Beans introduced an in-store self-checkout app that leverages 
AisleBuyer’s Mobile Commerce Platform. Using the app on their smartphones, 
shoppers can scan product barcodes to access extensive product information 
and reviews from other parents, which are incredibly valuable to conscientious 
consumers when purchasing products for children. Additionally, the Magic 
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Beans application enables shoppers to check out right in the aisle on their own 
smartphone, completely bypassing lines at the register. 

Data analyzed during the 2010 holiday shopping season, defined as Black 
Friday until December 24, shows that more than 15 percent of customers chose 
mobile self-checkout instead of the traditional cash register. And while increased 
customer satisfaction from the app’s benefits undoubtedly translated into real 
value for Magic Beans, the retailer also enjoyed more direct financial benefits. 
App users spent about 4 percent more than traditional shoppers. 

Year over year data indicates that Magic Beans customers are increasingly 
willing to use in-aisle checkout, and that those who do are more valuable to the 
retailer than other shoppers. During the 2011 holiday shopping season, Magic 
Beans saw that continued internal support of the application, the implementation 
of new features, and other adjustments to the technology led to a more than 240 
percent increase in adoption. Full holiday transaction volume increased by 88 
percent, the total number of carts increased by 59 percent, and overall, app users 
spent an average of 20 percent more than other Magic Beans shoppers. 

Since 2010, AisleBuyer has been using our mobile commerce expertise to 
develop strategies and in-store solutions for retailers. In our experience, we have 
found the following five steps essential to building an effective mobile strategy 
and implementing it successfully: 

START WITH YOUR CUSTOMERS. 
In order to create a successful mobile solution that will be adopted by your 
customers, you have to start by thinking about your customers. At the most basic 
level, when shoppers walk into a store they are looking for information, service, and 
the ability to transact. These needs should all be addressed by your mobile solution 
as well.  

Consider the experiences that cause shoppers to leave your store empty-handed. Do 
they abandon their carts because of long lines? Are they lacking the information they 
need? Are they looking for an associate but can’t find one? Is the product out of stock? 

Building An Effective Mobile Strategy In 5 Steps

1. Start With Your Customers
2. Align Technology And Business Process
3. Implement In Phases
4. Set Realistic Goals
5. Test And Measure Success
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Next, look at what your customers express in suggestion box comments and 
complaints, or even in their online reviews. If you can target the source of their 
pain and offer a solution with your app, you will foster the initial adoption that is 
critical to the overall success of your application. 

ALIGN TECHNOLOGY AND BUSINESS PROCESS.
When it comes to technology, 
you will need to determine if you 
want to build an application for 
employee tablets or consumer 
smartphones. Often, the busi-
ness itself will help direct this 
decision. For example, a high-
touch, specialty retailer might 
be more compelled to choose a 
tablet application that facilitates 
a better experience between 
the associate and the shopper. 
Low-touch retailers like grocery 
stores, warehouse clubs or mass 
merchants might gravitate toward 
a consumer smartphone app that 
better enables shoppers to navi-
gate throughout the store on their 
own. Some retailers may even 
determine that both types of ap-
plications are beneficial for their 
stores. 

Next, decide which features you 
would like to incorporate and the 
data feeds that you will need to 
enable them. See Figure 1. 

Many mobile solutions have 
failed to succeed because 
retailers did not set up enough, 
or any, internal support. Retailers 
have to put a considerable 
amount of business muscle behind the application—especially before it launches. 
So while these initial technology decisions are being made, begin to formulate 
accompanying business processes as well. Take time to set up thorough 
employee training. Develop a marketing plan that will help generate awareness 
among your shoppers. Set up new ways of egress inside the store. And be sure to 
do this all in parallel with the application’s tech development. 

APPLICATION FEATURES
 � Barcode scanning
 � QR code scanning
 � Location awareness
 � Advanced mobile wallet
 � Digital receipts
 � Optimized mobile browsing
 � Maps
 � Shopping lists
 � Social media

DATA FEEDS
 � Product information
 � Inventory
 � Ratings and reviews
 � Cross-sells
 � Pricing information
 � Promotions/offers/deals
 � Coupons
 � Checkout/order data
 � Customer data
 � Analytics data

Figure 1.
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IMPLEMENT IN PHASES.
Your mobile strategy will be more manageable when broken down into phases, 
each with its own specific goals. 

Phase 1: Adoption
Your initial focus should simply be to inspire customer adoption. Shoppers will 
not care about your application unless they understand the benefit to them. So 
ensure your application’s relevance by offering functionality that addresses the 
major customer complaint you have identified within your store.  

Phase 2: Sales
Once you have acquired app users, focus on driving the top line with features like 
coupons, product recommendations and suggest sells. 

Phase 3: Differentiation
Now you can look to differentiate your app. Take time to examine the competitive 
mobile landscape and determine what feature or functionality could create 
something innovative, something that changes the overall retail experience. 

Phase 4: Optimization
Use the data you have collected over time to ensure that you are creating the 
most relevant 1:1 shopping experience possible. 

SET REALISTIC GOALS.
Even though mobile is growing at a tremendous pace, an application’s adoption 
rate will still take some time. Shoppers won’t instantly be aware of the app’s 
existence or benefits to them, and employees will need to get acclimated to the 
new technology. Expect adoption to be around five percent or less in the first six 
months, but know that it can grow to 10 percent within the first year. 

Don’t plan on introducing your application in all stores from the very beginning. 
Instead, pilot in just a few to start—and strategically pick stores in which you 
feel the app has the best chance to succeed. Furthermore, make sure that your 
overall plan is realistic and not rushed. To ensure this, set a 6-month delivery 
date from the start of the project to the rollout itself, leaving enough time for 
technology development and organizational readiness. 
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TEST AND MEASURE SUCCESS. 
The only way to optimize your application is to 
fully understand what is going on in the store. 
Look at what shoppers are buying and not 
buying, see how they are moving about the 
store, and then make adjustments accordingly. 
Also plan for ways to test the application’s 
success—everything from simple transaction 
rates all the way to opt-in rates for SMS, daily 
deals and coupons. See Figure 2. for mandatory 
key performance indicators that should be used.  

While these will help you to assess short-term performance, keep in mind that 
they won’t guarantee future success. After all, great applications aren’t built 
to last, they’re built to evolve. In order to achieve long-term success, your 
application must always keep up with technology trends. Hardware alone 
improves, usually drastically, almost every 12 months. So while looking at key 
performance indicators, also evaluate how well your app is growing along with 
the industry.  

In-store mobile commerce is the next big opportunity for retail. But in order to 
take full advantage of it—and not fall behind the competition—retailers must 
start preparing for implementation now. The first step, and arguably the most 
important, is a well-planned strategy that will set the entire process up for 
success. 

For more information about creating an effective mobile strategy, contact  
info@aislebuyer.com.

Mandatory Key Performance
Indicators: 

Repeat visits or log-ins 
Mobile app satisfaction 
Average cart or order value 
Mobile smartphone application traffic 
Product scans or searches via mobile devices

Figure 2
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