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clear is how retailers in Asia are 
responding to these challenges. In a 
joint research study between 
Tofugear and Inside Retail, we’ve 
asked 150 retail executives across the 
region how their businesses are set 
up for innovation and how far they 
are in their digital transformation 
journeys. 

If there is a common thread running 
throughout this report it is an 
awareness that action is needed now. 
An overwhelming majority of 
retailers agrees that investment in 
digital initiatives is critical if they are 
to reimagine the customer experience 
for today’s switched-on consumer. 

However, getting to where they need 
to be is a whole other question. 
Respondents to our survey say that 
innovation is hampered by a focus on 
short-term return-on-investment and 
a resistance to change. Meanwhile, 
larger retailers cite a lack of cross-
departmental co-operation as a 
barrier to getting digital projects off 
the ground.  

It is also striking to see that nearly 
three-quarters of all retailers do not 
consider their organisations to be 
flag-bearers for digital 
transformation. It may not only be a 
case of investing in new systems and 
technologies though – retailers might 
also want to look at the way in which 
they manage innovation. There is a 
case to be made for the introduction 
of new digital roles that operate 
horizontally across the organisation, 
aligning all departments to the 
strategy.   

We intend for this study to be done 
on an annual basis as a state of the 
industry for digital transformation 
and are looking forward to seeing 
how retailers in Asia continue to 
evolve their approaches in a fast-
changing consumer landscape. 

We would like to extend a thank you 
to all retailers that participated in our 
survey and those that helped put our 
findings into context by sharing their 
insights. Without your help, this 
report would not have been possible. 

These are testing times for the retail 
industry. The balance of power has 
shifted from retailers to the 
connected consumer, who gets to 
decide how, when and where they 
want to engage with your brand. 
Meanwhile, disruptive retailers like 
Amazon and Alibaba are continuing 
to set new standards: raising 
customer expectations not just for 
themselves but for everyone in the 
sector. 

The need for innovation could not be 
more pressing. However, what’s less 

FOREWORD

PHILIP WIGGENRAAD 
HEAD OF RESEARCH 
TOFUGEAR

“The need for innovation could not be 
more pressing.”
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just how far retailers have progressed 
in their digital journey. The reason 
Tofugear and Inside Retail launched 
the study was not only so we could 
build an understanding of how 
retailers are shaping up, but more 
importantly to provide a benchmark 
against which all retailers could 
measure their own progress. 

It was highly encouraging to discover 
that the vast majority of retailers 
agree that delivering a positive 
customer experience is critical to their 
company’s success. Much less 
encouraging, however, that barely 
half agree that they are actually 
delivering when it comes to meeting 
customer expectations. 

Is this symptomatic of an industry 
where technology is driving customer 
expectations at a faster rate than 
retailers are able to apply the same 
technologies to keep pace? Is there a 
reluctance by senior management of 
retailers - from small businesses 
through to multinationals - to invest 
the required resources, in terms of 
both personnel and money, into 
closing the gap? Or perhaps there is a 
problem that too many retailers still 
do not understand technology’s 
impact on retailing?

In the past, being an innovative 
retailer often came down to 
introducing a novel style of 
packaging, a new customer service 
initiative – or selling something 
no-one else had thought of or could 
source. 

But in today’s retail environment, 
innovation is usually about 
technology: applying solutions based 
on AI, beating the competition with 
reverse logistics efficiency, or maybe 
implementing a social media strategy 
using Key Opinion Leaders you’ve 
never personally heard of.

The good news is: everyone is in the 
same boat. Everyone needs to learn 
not just what to embrace, but how to 
embrace it. 

We hope that this report represents a 
useful benchmark for your business, 
helping you work out where you 
stand on your digital journey. For 
others, perhaps it will serve as a 
starting point. Whichever is the case, 
we hope you find it challenging and 
useful as you try to keep up with – or 
overtake – your competitors.

Digital transformation is fast shaping 
as the modern-day battlefront for 
retailers globally. As the lines 
between social media marketing, 
online retailing and physical stores 
become increasingly blurred, 
tomorrow’s successful retailers will be 
the ones who have understood 
technologies and channels and 
responded with strategies embracing 
both.

The 2018 Asia Digital Transformation 
Report is believed to be the first such 
research carried out in Asia to gauge 

ROBERT STOCKDILL 
DIRECTOR OF CONTENT - ASIA 
INSIDE RETAIL

“Tomorrow’s successful retailers will be the ones 
who have understood technologies and channels 
and responded with strategies embracing both.”

INSIDE RETAIL 
VIEWPOINT
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HIGHLIGHTS

WHO TOOK PART IN THE SURVEY? 

150 RETAILERS IN ASIA 11RETAIL SECTORS 15 COUNTRIES

OF RETAILERS 
CONDUCT 
ECOMMERCE

70% OF RETAILERS WITH 
ECOMMERCE OPERATIONS MAKE 
USE OF ONLINE MARKETPLACES

TMALL IS THE MOST POPULAR 
PLATFORM, USED BY NEARLY HALF

THE MARKETING DEPARTMENT LEADS 
INNOVATION AND DIGITAL 
INITIATIVES IN ASIAN RETAIL

SAY THAT ACHIEVING RETURN ON 
INVESTMENT IS THE MAIN 
BARRIER TO INNOVATION

THE NUMBER ONE 
MOTIVATION TO 
INVEST IN DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION IS 
TO IMPROVE THE 
CUSTOMER 
EXPERIENCE

OF LARGE RETAILERS STRUGGLE TO 
ACHIEVE CROSS DEPARTMENTAL  
CO-OPERATION WHEN INNOVATING
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RETAILERS IN ASIA FIND THAT THEIR DIGITAL 
CAPABILITIES ARE LAGGING BEHIND THEIR 
COMPETITORS

JUST 27% BELIEVE THAT THEIR 
ORGANISATION SETS THE STANDARD FOR 
DIGITAL TRANSFORMATION

ADMIT THAT THEY ARE 
UNABLE TO MEET 
CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS 

BELIEVE THAT DELIVERING 
A POSITIVE CUSTOMER 
EXPERIENCE IS CRITICAL 
TO THEIR BUSINESS

YET:

SAY THAT IMPROVING THE 
CUSTOMER JOURNEY IS THEIR 
MAIN FOCUS IN THE NEXT 12 
MONTHS

OF RETAILERS WILL INVEST IN BUSINESS 
INTELLIGENCE AND DATA CAPABILITIES 

IT IS THEIR NUMBER ONE INVESTMENT 
PRIORITY OVER THE YEAR AHEAD AS THEY 
LOOK TO CAPITALISE ON THE INCREASED 
AVAILABILITY OF GOOD AND TIMELY DATA 

RETAILERS ARE LOOKING INTO EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES IN THE SHORT-TERM:

INTEND TO IMPLEMENT AUGMENTED 
REALITY IN NEXT 12 MONTHS

HAVE PLANS TO INVEST IN VIRTUAL REALITY

43%70%
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SURVEY SCOPE

Tofugear and Inside Retail 
Asia have partnered in a joint 
research study to explore how 
retailers in Asia are 
developing and adapting 
their digital strategies as they 
deal with the raised 
expectations of today’s 
connected consumer.

Merchandising1
1HR

Store Operations

Executive
Management50

Customer
Experience 6

Finance 4
3

Digital Channels 3
Supply Chain1

Marketing22

IT 8

ROLES OF RESPONDENTS LOCATION OF RESPONDENTS

China

Hong Kong, SAR
Macau, SAR

Thailand

India

Bhutan

Cambodia

Malaysia

Singapore

Indonesia

Vietnam

Philippines

Japan

South Korea

Taiwan

A survey was run over a four-week 
period in April and May 2018, 
targeting retail executives, directors 
and senior managers across Asia, 
with respondents approached 
through direct mailings and social 
media. 

The 20-question anonymous survey 
covered a wide range of topics 
ranging from how retailers manage 
their operations, to the barriers they 

face when driving innovation and 
future initiatives in the digital 
landscape. 

In total, 150 respondents completed 
the survey, showing a diverse 
participation from a multitude of 
sectors and across various senior 
roles. There was representation from 
retailers across the region, covering a 
multitude of sectors. 
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POSITIONS OF RESPONDENTS 

GEOGRAPHIC FOCUS OF RETAIL ROLE RETAIL SECTORS

SIZE OF THE ORGANISATION

Local

Global

Regional

Senior Manager 28
Director 22

Manager 17
C-level 17
Owner 10
Other 6

22

 0 to 10 staff 7
11 to 50 staff 15

51 to 250 staff 26
251 to 1,000 staff 18

1,001 or more staff 34
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That said, ecommerce in Southeast 
Asia is booming as it is benefitting 
from a growing middle class and 
rapidly expanding internet access. As 
a result, the fastest growth is 
expected to come from this region.

We found that two-thirds of the 150 
retailers that took part in our survey 
sold online – either through their 
own website or marketplaces such as 
Tmall and JD.com. But reflecting the 
diversity of the region, percentages 
varied considerably by market. 

Singapore, China and Hong Kong 
showed strong ecommerce activity, 
while this was below average in 
Southeast Asian markets such as 
Indonesia, Thailand and Malaysia. 
However, lower response rates in 
some markets may have impacted the 
results, so it is impossible to draw any 
firm conclusions. 

Ecommerce across Asia-Pacific 
amounts to a significant 
chunk of consumer spending. 
Overall, online sales in the 
region account for 40% of 
global ecommerce, however 
this statistic is skewed by 
China as well as mature 
digital markets such as South 
Korea, Australia and New 
Zealand. 

ECOMMERCE 
AND 
MARKETPLACES
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PERCENTAGE OF RETAILERS TRADING ONLINE IN SELECTED MARKETS

POPULAR MARKETPLACES

Chart shows which platforms are used by retailers that have a marketplace presence. Platforms 
mentioned less frequently included: Rakuten, Flipkart, 11street, Carousell, eBay, Qoo10, 
Coupang, Gmarket, Bukalapak, The Gioi Di Dong and Lelong.

24%

16% 16%
15%

13%

46%

30%
27% 27%

75 8775

Philippines China Singapore

50 55 7133

Thailand MalaysiaIndonesia Hong Kong
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MANAGEMENT OF 
ECOMMERCE OPERATIONS 

Despite the widespread presence of 
global retail brands in Asia, just 17% 
of respondents said that their 
ecommerce operations were 
managed at a global level. Instead, 
56% said their online business was 
managed by separate country teams, 
while just over a quarter had a 
regionally-managed ecommerce 
business.

Particularly in Asia, it makes sense to 
take a localised approach to cross-
border ecommerce. Think of the 
various fulfilment networks that will 
be available in each market, different 
payment preferences as well as 
disparate consumer tastes and 
income levels that need to be taken 
into account. 

Giovanni Cirillo, Ecommerce Director 
at fashion chain I.T, says that some 
markets require more localisation 
than others. He comments: “A 
localised ecommerce strategy is 
extremely important when it comes 
to some countries like China, South 
Korea and Japan. It’s almost a must 
because some of these markets are 
culturally isolated and the marketing 
and pricing strategies need to be 
adapted.” 

“A localised ecommerce strategy is 
extremely important when it comes 
to some countries like China, South 
Korea and Japan.” 
 Giovanni Cirillo, Ecommerce Director, I.T

HOW ECOMMERCE OPERATIONS 
ARE MANAGED

Regional

Local

Global

ONLINE MARKETPLACES 
– A FAST-GROWING 
DIGITAL CHANNEL

Our research shows that retailers are 
not afraid to try out new routes to 
market such as online marketplaces: 
70% of retailers that have ecommerce 
operations are also active on 
marketplaces. This is perhaps not 
surprising given the wide range of 
marketplace options available to 
retailers in Asia. 

Alisha Shroff, Marketing Director at 
Fossil Group Asia Pacific, says: 
“Consumers want experience. They 
want something quick, and they want 
convenience, and these big players 
like Tmall offer that.

“Partnering with marketplaces is the 
way of the future. Making sure that 
your brand is represented correctly 
on these sites, this is the way you 
really win.”

As at Fossil Group, Tmall is by far the 
preferred marketplace for the 
respondents in our survey. Nearly half 
of all respondents that used 
marketplaces said they traded on the 
Chinese platform. However, others 
including JD.com, Lazada, Zalora and 
Amazon have also proved popular. 
Further down the list are more local 
marketplaces such as HKTVmall and 
B2B platforms such as Alibaba.com. 
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Some 60% of retailers also said that 
marketplaces offered convenience for 
their customers, as they can find 
anything they need under one roof 
and there is often the ability to 
consolidate shipments. However, 
there is a downside to that approach 
as marketplaces will take a fee, which 
makes it more challenging from a 
profitability point of view. 

HOW MUCH SALES ARE 
GENERATED ONLINE?

We asked respondents what 
percentage of their company’s overall 
sales was generated online (covering 

WHY OPT FOR 
MARKETPLACE ROUTE?

The main reason why retailers in Asia 
are choosing to trade on 
marketplaces is to increase marketing 
and brand exposure, which was 
noted by three-quarters of all 
retailers that were active on a 
marketplace. 

This is also how Cirillo views it: 
“Going on a marketplace is a quick 
win in terms of having access to a 
larger audience that someone else is 
providing.”

“Partnering with marketplaces 
is the way of the future.”
Alisha Shroff, Marketing Director, Fossil Group Asia Pacific

MOTIVATIONS FOR SELLING ON MARKETPLACES

both sales through their own website 
and marketplaces). The vast majority 
indicated that this was either  
0 to 10%. 

This mirrors official ecommerce 
statistics that have become available 
in Asia. For instance, for digitally 
mature economies like South Korea, 
this percentage now stands at around 
the 15% of sales mark, but many 
Southeast Asian countries have not 
surpassed the 10% level as yet. As a 
comparison, in the UK – the world’s 
most advanced ecommerce market – 
close to a fifth of overall retail sales 
are currently generated online.

International expansion

Make use of local expertise

Distribution / supply chain benefits

Convenience for consumers

Marketing / brand exposure

Limited resources to launch own website

Flexibility

18%

21%

24%

25%

49%

58%

73%
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SETTING UP FOR 
DIGITAL SUCCESS

This is an interesting finding. While 
the marketing department does have 
the right sentiment, it could also be 
campaign-focused. The risk is that 
digital developments become more 
about short term wins, that may not 
necessarily remove friction for the 
customer. 

However, another viewpoint could be 
that there is a lack of digital and 
transformation teams at retailers in 
Asia, with just a third of respondents 
indicating that this department took 
the lead in innovation.

MARKETING DEPARTMENT 
IN DRIVING SEAT

Digital transformation should ideally 
involve key stakeholders across the 
organisation, but in the end someone 
will need to take the lead. 

When asking retailers which 
department was mostly responsible 
for driving innovation and 
developing digital initiatives, more 
than half (54%) said that it was the 
marketing department that did so. 
This was ahead of the IT department  
(35%) and the executive 
management team (34%).  

Digital transformation is not 
just a case of rolling out new 
technologies and updating 
old processes and systems. It 
is the overall transformation 
of the company, including a 
retailer's strategy and the 
way it operates. However, 
too often it will focus on the 
customer-side of the 
equation, with less attention 
paid to how departments 
interact and the ways in 
which the organisational 
culture needs to change to 
truly embrace digital. 

DEPARTMENTS LEADING ON INNOVATION AND DIGITAL INITIATIVES

10%

54%

35%

34%

33%

27%

17 %

6%

5%

4%

Marketing department

IT department

Executive management

Digital / Transformation team

Ecommerce department

Retail operations

Other

Finance department

CX/UX team
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Andrew Massey, Director of 
Innovation at luxury department 
store retailer Lane Crawford, agrees 
with this assessment. He says: “For 
retailers in Asia, marketing is perhaps 
the natural department to take the 
lead due to their closeness to the 
customer. 

“The IT department is often just seen 
as an enabler, and a cost centre 
rather than a value driver – but every 
team needs to work hand in hand to 
support digital initiatives.”

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE IS 
MAIN DRIVER FOR 
INVESTMENT 

Consumers are embracing the 
connected retail experience and 
retailers in Asia appear to be well 
aware that this has become a key 
battleground. Nearly three-quarters 
of retailers said that improving the 
customer experience was one of the 
main reasons for investing in digital 
initiatives. 

This is a sensible idea in the age of 
the connected consumer. The 
ubiquity of the smartphone in today’s 
society has resulted in dramatic 
changes in consumer behaviour. 

REASONS FOR INVESTING IN DIGITAL INITIATIVES

10%

73%

60%

49%

48%

45%

43%

30%

24%

22 %

13%

9%

8%

Improve customer experience

Customer relationship management 

Improve data capture and analytics

Increase market share

Development of new channels
Marketing exposure

Gain operational efficiencies

Differentiate from other retailers

Drive personalisation

Introduce new payment methods
Develop new fulfilment methods

Obtain single view of inventory

C
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Alongside this, customer expectations 
surrounding convenience, 
personalisation, speed and customer 
service have increased exponentially. 

Digital technologies such as self-
service checkouts, mobile apps, AI for 
personalisation aspects and chatbots 
all help to remove friction for the 
customer and it is understandable 
that retailers are considering 
investment in these areas.

Elsewhere in this report we also 
found a higher than expected 
proportion of retailers were already 
considering investment in more 
emerging technologies such as virtual 
and augmented reality over the next 
12 months.  

Other important reasons for digital 
investment was customer relationship 
management – defined as anything 
from loyalty and retention to 
customer acquisition and a single 
view of the customer – and the ability 
to improve data capture and 
analytics. 

The latter motivation ties in with our 
findings elsewhere in this report, 
where we found that nearly half of 
all retailers were planning investment 
in business intelligence and data 

analytics systems over the next 12 
months. 

Given customer demand for 
personalised and consistent cross-
channel experiences, it is somewhat 
unexpected that reasons such as 
driving personalisation and a single 
view of inventory did not rank very 
highly among respondents. 

The reasons for this could be two-
fold: retailers in Asia may consider 
these to already fall under the broad 
category of ‘improving the customer 
experience’. Secondly, customer 
expectations surrounding these areas 
have already been in place for quite 
some time now and retailers may 
have already acted on these demands 
in previous years – hence making it 
less of a priority this time round. 

OPERATIONAL 
EFFICIENCIES LESS OF  
A FACTOR

Just 30% of retailers in Asia picked 
operational efficiencies as a 
motivation for digital investment. 
This is a surprising finding as retailers 
across the board are currently 
prioritising operational efficiencies as 
they look to protect margins in the 

face of intense competition.

Furthermore, it could be argued that 
departments that are looking to push 
through new digital initiatives may 
point towards operational efficiencies 
in order to win backing from the 
board. 

Massey offers an explanation for why 
efficiencies are not more of a decisive 
factor. He says: “More digitally-
mature companies recognise that, 
used the right way, technology can 
be leveraged to improve the 
customer experience, and that there’s 
value in doing so. 

“The problem is that this value is less 
directly tangible and difficult to 
quantify in advance of – and 
sometimes even after – 
implementation, making the business 
decision to proceed harder to get 
agreement on.”

If there are such difficulties in 
quantifying the efficiency gains of 
digital initiatives, it does make more 
sense to make a business case for 
investment by highlighting 
improvements to the customer 
experience or the potential for 
increased loyalty and retention of 
customers.  

“More digitally-mature companies recognise 
that technology can be leveraged to improve 
the customer experience.” 
Andrew Massey, Director of Innovation, Lane Crawford
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BARRIERS TO 
INNOVATION

outcome of a project, making the 
reasons for proceeding more 
subjective and easier to challenge.” 

Taking a long-term view does help 
though. Giovanni Cirillo, Ecommerce 
Director at fashion retailer I.T, notes: 
“When it came to our online launch 
at I.T, we’ve been quite lucky because 
it was a strategic commitment from 
the top. When we started this project 
we understood that it was more of a 
long-term goal.”   

Overcoming resistance to change was 
the next highest barrier to innovation 
and mentioned by 45% of 
respondents as a pain point when it 
came to fostering innovation. From 
C-suite to store staff, there can be 
strong resistance to change that 
needs to be overcome if digital 
investment is to progress. 

Massey says: “Fear of failure is a real 
and natural human tendency and 
exists at all levels of the enterprise. A 
corporate culture which permits 
mistakes as learning is required for 
real innovation to happen.”

RETURN ON INVESTMENT 

Retailers in Asia were queried on 
what the greatest barriers to 
innovation were in their 
organisations. The top reason – as 
selected by just over half of all 
respondents – was being able to 
point to an adequate level of return 
on investment. 

This is understandable: to get the 
necessary investment funds in place 
initiatives should ideally result in 
incremental revenue streams. 

Andrew Massey, Director of 
Innovation at luxury department 
store retailer Lane Crawford, confirms 
that executives need clear and 
objective figures to justify their 
investments. 

However, he does add that businesses 
need to be comfortable with 
ambiguity and risk. He says: 
“Innovation by its very nature is 
‘new’, and so there is little or no 
evidence to support the expected 

Large digital transformation 
projects becoming so 
complex that they grind to a 
halt. Initiatives faltering 
because they are driven 
through from the top, with 
no buy in from lower 
echelons of the organisation. 
Innovation in retail can be 
tough.

“A corporate culture which permits mistakes as 
learning is required for real innovation to happen.”
Andrew Massey, Director of Innovation, Lane Crawford
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DIGITAL INITIATIVES 
REQUIRE A DREAM TEAM 

Digital transformation requires buy-in 
across the organisation if it is to be a 
success. This is reflected in the fact 
that 41% of retailers in Asia say that 
an inability to create cross-
departmental co-operation can be a 
real barrier to innovation. 

New digital initiatives are often 
disruptive for a retailer – not just on a 
technological level, but also in terms 
of the customer, store associates and 
business processes. It makes sense to 
assemble a cross-departmental team 
– a dream team – to see through 
digital transformation and to ensure 
strategic alignment across the 
organisation. Just having one silo 
leading such projects is often not 
effective.   

Cirillo comments: “Digital 
transformation is the overall 
transformation of the company, but 
you will sometimes see that online 
and offline departments are like silos 
that are competing with each other 
for the same resources.” 

According to Cirillo the key to 
overcoming this is to find mutual 
benefits between departments. “I’ll 
tell the retail team that I can help 

BARRIERS TO INNOVATION

10%

52%

45%

41%

40%

40%

37%

27%

26%

24 %

21%

12%

7%

Achieving adequate return on investment ( ROI )

Overcoming resistance to change

Achieving cross-departmental co-operation

Attracting the right talent

Being able to easily implement new technologies / agility
Understanding the connected consumer

Dealing with pace of change in retail sector

Dealing with pace of change in technology

Obsolescence of legacy systems

Aligning local initiatives with global strategy of company
Securing investment funds 

Implementing initiatives set by global headquarters 
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“You will sometimes see that online 
and offline departments are like silos 
that are competing with each other 
for the same resources.”
 Giovanni Cirillo, Ecommerce Director, I.T

bring customers from online to 
offline. But when customers want to 
purchase online it’s also ok because 
the overall satisfaction of the 
customer will increase.”  

Alisha Shroff, Marketing Director at 
Fossil Group in Asia Pacific, stresses 
the importance of communication. 
She says: “I do think you have to 
make it a priority to communicate 
what you’re doing.

“It needs to really come from 
management to align everyone to 
the vision. Then it’s quite seamless 
because it’s filtering down and 
everyone’s running in the same 
direction.”

BARRIERS IMPACTED BY 
SIZE OF ORGANISATION

When filtering the data on the six 
most prevalent barriers to innovation 
by size of the company, there are 
some striking differences depending 
on whether a retailer is a 
microbusiness (0-10 employees), small 
business (11 to 50 employees), SME 
(51 to 250 employees) or a larger 
organisation (over 250 employees). 

Achieving adequate return on 
investment is a major concern for all 

retailers regardless of size, as is being 
able to understand the connected 
consumer. 

However, when it comes to 
overcoming resistance to change this 
behaviour proves to be much more of 
a barrier for larger retailers. This is to 
be expected – larger organisations 
are often more set in their ways and 
it can be a challenge for them to 
change course. Smaller businesses are 
more agile and hence this would be 
less of a concern. 

This is also reflected in the response 
to whether achieving cross-
departmental co-operation is a 
barrier – this is a much bigger issue 
for large retailers, which generally 
have larger departments that could 
potentially be operating as separate 
silos.
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BEING ABLE TO EASILY IMPLEMENT 
NEW TECHNOLOGIES

ACHIEVING CROSS-DEPARTMENTAL 
CO-OPERATION

The charts below show the percentage of retailers that 
selected a barrier to innovation by size of business.

ACHIEVING ADEQUATE RETURN ON 
INVESTMENT

OVERCOMING RESISTANCE TO 
CHANGE

51-250 staff 46
251-1,000
staff 65

1,001 or
more staff 43

0-10 staff 50

6711-50 staff

251-1,000
staff 62 51-250

staff 35

2411-50
staff

0-10
staff 201,001 or

more staff 57

51-250
staff 32

1411-50
staff

1,001 or
more staff 55

0-10 staff 10

251-1, 000 staff 62

1.001 or
more staff 61

3311-50 staff

51-250 staff 14

0-10 staff 30

251-1.000
staff 46
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ATTRACTING THE RIGHT TALENT UNDERSTANDING THE CONNECTED 
CONSUMER

51- 250
staff

1,001 or
more staff 35

4811-50
staff

0-10 staff10

251-1, 000
staff 73 51- 250

staff 43
251-1,000
staff 62

11-50
staff 33

0 -10
staff 40

1,001 or
more staff 37
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DIGITAL MATURITY OF 
ASIAN RETAILERS

Asia is increasingly cast as 
being at the forefront of 
retail innovation, but 
arguably much of this 
emanates from China - 
where retail giants such as 
Alibaba and JD.com seem to 
come up with radical new 
initiatives on almost a 
weekly basis.  

The survey paints a different picture 
though, with many retailers having 
only made small steps into the digital 
realm and some having a stagnant 
mindset towards digital change. 
Many retailers in Asia also feel that 
they are playing catch-up to their 
competitors. 

WHERE THEY STAND NOW

There appears to be a recognition of 
what needs to be done over the years 
ahead. Out of the 150 respondents, 
64% agreed that having a digital 
strategy is one of their company’s key 
objectives. 

Despite this assessment, just over 
two-thirds of respondents then 
admits that their organisation 
currently does not carry a digital first 
approach to business change. So 
there is a clear mismatch between 
what is needed and where they 
currently are. 

An explanation for this finding could 
lie in the lack of dedicated digital 
teams in Asia – certainly when 
compared to the way many retailers 
in North America and Europe 
organise their business. These are the 
teams that work horizontally across 

the organisation and connect the 
dots in terms of the digital strategy. 
Without such a team, departments 
such as ecommerce will be more 
concerned with their own vertical 
rather than taking a digital-first 
approach to everything they do.    

HOW THEY VIEW 
THEMSELVES

When retailers compare themselves 
to industry peers, only 27% were able 
to confidently say that they lead the 
way for digital transformation. 

Alisha Shroff, Marketing Director of 
Fossil Group Asia Pacific shares her 
perspective: “It’s very hard for 
retailers now because technology is 
moving so quickly. As we’re moving, 
everyone’s catching up and learning 
from each other, and trying to run 
with it as well.”

It could also be the case that 
respondents know exactly what goes 
on in their organisations, but will be 
more in the dark about their 
competitors. Because of this, they 
may naturally have a more 
conservative view of their capabilities 
when they compare themselves to 
their peers. 
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“It’s very hard for retailers now because 
technology is moving so quickly.” 
Alisha Shroff, Marketing Director, Fossil Group Asia Pacific 

VIEWS ON DIGITAL STRATEGY

PERCENTAGE OF RETAILERS THAT SAY THEY SET STANDARD FOR DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION

Having a digital strategy is one of my company’s key objectives

My company has a digital first approach to business change

Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagreeNeither agree nor
disagree

21%

43% 42%

27%

21% 16%

5%
8% 6%

10%

Agree 22

5Strongly agree

Neither agree nor
disagree 38

Strongly disagree9

Disagree 26
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Larger retailers may also find it 
difficult to change course. Giovanni 
Cirillo, Ecommerce Director at fashion 
retailer I.T, says: “Being a big retailer, 
it takes time to develop certain skills, 
digital consciousness and to build 
infrastructure. I think for us quite 
objectively we are at the beginning 
of this journey, but we have a clear 
goal where we want to go.” 

However, the success of digital 
transformation will be driven by a 
retailer becoming more confident in 
its own capabilities. Andrew Massey, 
Director of Innovation at luxury 
department store retailer Lane 
Crawford, suggests: “In some ways 
the organisation itself needs to 
transform its mindset of becoming 
more entrepreneurial and 
experimental before digital 
transformation can be realised.” 

WANTED: A MOBILE 
STRATEGY 

When retailers were asked if they had 
a mobile strategy in place, just 39% 
responded affirmatively. This is a 
startling statistic considering that 
there were 1.33bn smartphone users 
in Asia Pacific at the end of 2017.  
Cirillo says that a mobile strategy is a 
must because of the traffic alone. He 

comments: “In China, I now see that 
80% to 85% of traffic comes through 
mobile.“ 

Mobile connectivity is also one of the 
key tenets of the connected consumer 
and as such retailers need to make it 
part of their strategy.  “If you want to 
build an omnichannel experience, 
mobile is the device that you need to 
cater for – customers bring it into the 
store and can use it for scanning and 
comparison shopping,” adds Cirillo. 

Other industry data backs this view 
up. For instance, research by KPMG 
found that 77% of consumers use a 

mobile device while shopping 
in-store. Even for retailers that are 
still heavily into physical retailing, it 
would make sense to take heed of 
these shopping habits.  In fact, it 
could be argued that every digital 
strategy needs to be synonymous 
with a mobile strategy and not to be 
viewed on its own. 

CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE 
– FANTASY VS REALITY

Delivering a positive customer 
experience is naturally a high priority 
for retailers – after all, the customer 
is king. Whilst 86% of respondents 

“If you want to build an omnichannel 
experience, mobile is the device that 
you need to cater for.”
Giovanni Cirillo, Ecommerce Director, I.T

PERCENTAGE OF RETAILERS WITH A MOBILE STRATEGY IN PLACE

Disagree 27
Neither agree nor 
disagree 27

Agree 34

Strongly disagree7 5Strongly agree
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agree that the customer experience is 
critical to their company’s success, it is 
interesting to see that 4% neither 
agreed nor disagreed with this 
statement, while 10% completely 
disagreed.  

Despite the overwhelming 
recognition of the importance of the 
customer experience, only 52% of 
retailers admit that their company is 
actually able to meet customer 
expectations. 

This could vary by market, however. 
Cirillo says: “Particularly in China, it’s 
quite hard to meet customer 
expectations because consumers are 
extremely demanding, especially the 
young generation. I think for other 
markets – I will say it’s easier, but not 
easy.” 

There is a recognition that more 
needs to be done to meet 
expectations and that technology can 
play a critical role. Just over two-
thirds of retailers say that they are 
actively seeking new innovations to 
enhance the customer experience and 
operations. Within this segment, a 
quarter of respondents strongly 
agreed with this statement, while 
44% agreed with it.   
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VIEWS ON CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

PERCENTAGE OF RETAILERS SEEKING NEW INNOVATIONS TO IMPROVE  
CUSTOMER EXPERIENCE

Delivering a positive customer experience is critical to my company’s success

My company is able to meet customer expectations

Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagreeNeither agree nor
disagree

4%5%
1%

5%

47%

8%

36%

27%

59%

8%

Currently, consumers have an 
overwhelming plethora of choices to 
shop from and retailers are turning to  
the customer experience to 
differentiate themselves and remain 
relevant in today’s retail scene.  

Massey says: “We need to accept that 
customers are more demanding than 
ever and the most stellar experiences 
may occur across many touchpoints 
– in stores, ecommerce websites and 
mobile apps.

“Technology is one way to tailor the 
customer experience. At the same 
time, companies need to respect 
privacy boundaries to retain the most 
loyal customers.” 

Many retailers are using various 
strategies to develop new innovations 
that can help to reimagine the 
customer experience. These include 
setting up their own innovation labs 
to test new approaches or 
contributing to tech accelerators to 
gain access to the expertise of 
start-ups. There is also a trend for 
retailers to acquire technology 
companies as a way to gain access to 
specific skillsets and remain up to 
speed with the current state of 
innovation.

“We need to accept that customers are more 
demanding than ever and the most stellar 
experiences may occur across many touchpoints.”
Andrew Massey, Director of Innovation, Lane Crawford

Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagreeNeither agree
nor disagree

25%

44%

20%

6% 6%

Delivering a positive customer experience is critical to my company’s success

My company is able to meet customer expectations

Strongly agree Agree Disagree Strongly disagreeNeither agree nor
disagree

4%5%
1%

5%

47%

8%

36%

27%

59%

8%
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THE FUTURE STATE 
OF DIGITAL

The retail sector is 
undergoing a period of 
profound change. The rate at 
which new technologies 
emerge continues to 
accelerate, while innovations 
are also becoming vastly 
more disruptive. At the same 
time, consumer expectations 
have shifted dramatically as 
we are now living in an 
increasingly mobile world. 
Without investment in digital 
initiatives, retailers are 
finding it hard to meet these 
demands. 

RETAIL TECHNOLOGY ADOPTION CURVE

Before turning to the technologies 
that retailers are planning to 
implement over the coming years, it 
is imperative to know where they 
stand in 2018. By asking retailers 
which technologies they have already 
implemented, it has been possible to 
create a retail technology adoption 
curve. 

On the left of the curve, there are 
emerging but also growing 
technologies such as augmented 
reality, blockchain and artificial 

intelligence, while the right side has 
more established technologies such as 
cloud technology, mobile apps and 
CRM systems, which many APAC 
retailers will already have in place. 

As adoption rates increase over the 
coming years, more technologies will 
move towards the mature categories. 
At the same time, new technologies 
that we might not even know about 
yet will also start to make an 
appearance on the emerging side of 
the graph.

100%

Emerging Growth Maturing Widespread
adoption

Augmented Reality
Virtual Reality
Thing commerce /voice technology
Artificial Intelligence
Check-out free shopping
Blockchain

Pop-up store solutions
Mobile POS
RFID
Beacons / location technology
Internet of Things
Automation / robotics

Infrastructure & data centre
Mobility / mobile applications
Cloud technology
Business intelligence / data analytics

POS
Digital marketing
CRM
ERP
Supply chain management
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RESPONDING TO 
CUSTOMER PREFERENCES 

Retailers were asked what customer-
specific developments they were 
acting upon over the next 12 months 
in order to better serve the connected 
consumer. These developments could 
be considered the rationale for any 
technology investment that is taking 
place in the very short term.   

Improving the customer experience 
again came out as the top priority, 
with more than two-thirds of retailers 
stating that they are looking to 
prioritise this over the coming year. 
But this was closely followed by 
improving loyalty and retention, and 
creating a consistent brand 
experience across channels. 

WHICH SOLUTIONS ARE 
THEY INVESTING IN? 

It is undeniable that innovation often 
involves investment in new 
technologies. In this respect, it is to 
be expected that retailers are looking 
to step up their IT spending in the 
short-term. Nearly half of all retailers 
stated that they were looking to 
significantly increase their IT budgets 
(by more than 5%) over the next 12 
months, while a further 31% said 

TOP THREE CUSTOMER-SPECIFIC DEVELOPMENTS THAT RETAILERS ARE ACTING 
UPON OVER THE NEXT 12 MONTHS

IT SPENDING PLANS OVER NEXT 12 MONTHS

10%

70%

69%

66%

Improve customer journey
and user experience

Improve customer loyalty
and retention

Create consistent brand
experience across channels

Significantly
increase

(more than
5%)

Significantly
decrease

(more than
5%)

Slightly increase
(0-5%)

Slightly decrease
(0-5%)

Stay the same

48%

31%

14%

5%
2%
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“For retailers, the issue is how do you 
[use emerging technologies] in a 
scalable way that is economical.” 
Alisha Shroff, Marketing Director, Fossil Group Asia Pacific

that they were planning to slightly 
increase this. Just 7% expected a 
decrease over the year ahead.     

New technologies such as artificial 
intelligence, blockchain, augmented 
reality and virtual reality seem to 
dominate the discourse at retail 
conferences these days. But do these 
technologies actually form part of 
retailers’ forward plans yet? 

We found that a sizeable number of 
retailers are in fact considering these 
emerging technologies – if not over 
the next year then within two to four 
years’ time. Some 15% of retailers 
said they are looking to invest in both 
AR and VR within the next year, while 
over 20% are considering 
implementation over the next two to 
four years. 

This result is somewhat unexpected 
given that elsewhere in this report it 
was found that just a quarter of all 
respondents thought that their 
organisations set the standard when 
it came to their digital strategies.

However, Fossil Group Asia Pacific’s 
Marketing Director Alisha Shroff says 
that because of the pace of change in 
the sector this should not come as a 
surprise. 

“For retailers, the issue is how do you 
[use emerging technologies] in a 
scalable way that is economical. 
Everyone will want these new 
technologies, but it’s sometimes not 
scalable – so how do you do that?

“In terms of the next four years, who 
even knows what’s going to happen 
next year?” 

However, Andrew Massey, Innovation 
Director at luxury department store 
Lane Crawford, cautions that some 
technologies are more viable for 
retailers in the short term than 
others.

He says: “The release of platforms 
such as Apple’s ARkit makes it much 
easier to develop applications for 
augmented reality. As a result, I 
expect that more retailers are 
considering it. 

“Virtual reality isn’t quite there yet 
for soft luxury goods like apparel, but 
I expect that to accelerate in the near 
future.”

DATA AND ANALYTICS IS 
HIGHEST INVESTMENT 
PRIORITY 

Business intelligence and data 
analytics was by far the highest 
priority in terms of investment, with 
43% of retailers stating that they will 
invest in this area over the next 12 
months. A further 16% thinks it will 
do so in two to four year’s time. That 
means that over half of all retailers 
intend to improve their analytics 
capabilities over the next four years. 

The connected consumer has become 
more empowered in terms of the 
data they have access to, but the 
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“Having good, accessible and timely 
data is crucial for business decisions.” 
Andrew Massey, Director of Innovation, Lane Crawford

same can be said for retailers, who 
now have access to a wide range of 
data that they are looking to exploit.  

Currently, retailers not only extract 
data from their ecommerce 
operations, but are also increasingly 
using their brick-and-mortar stores to 
collect data through things such as 
beacons and mobility applications. 

Massey says: “Having good, accessible 
and timely data is crucial for business 
decisions. Pureplay ecommerce 
retailers have had this data for years, 
and it is one of the reasons they 
could respond quickly and effectively 
to market demands.

“As physical retailers’ systems are 
upgraded, and especially with the 
move into the cloud, enterprise data 
is improving and becoming easier to 
leverage.”

MOBILE TECHNOLOGY AND 
POP-UP SOLUTIONS ALSO 
ON THE TO-DO-LIST 

After data-related investment, 
retailers indicated that mobile 
technology as well as pop-up 
solutions were their next highest 
priorities in terms of investment over 
the next year. 

Mobile apps have risen up retailers’ 
agendas as they are looking at ways 
to actually enhance the customer 
experience rather than create a 
carbon-copy of their website. 
Consumers need a reason to 
download apps. If they don’t see the 
added value of an app or how it can 
enhance their lifestyles, they will not 
sacrifice valuable space on their 
smartphones. Interestingly, retailers 
are also increasingly looking at ways 
in which mobile apps can be 
integrated into the store 
environment.

It is also not surprising that retailers 
are prioritising investment in pop-up 
solutions. The Asian market has 
proven particularly receptive to the 
pop-up format and it is easy to see 
the appeal for retailers. They are 
usually located in high-traffic areas, 
but operating costs are relatively low 
when compared to regular stores. 

Pop-ups also allow retailers to 
experiment, including with new retail 
technologies ahead of a full roll-out. 
Cirillo comments: “We see pop-ups as 
a way to test the omnichannel 
experience and see how people react 
to technology. Because we have a 
huge network of stores, it’s quite 

hard to adopt a solution all of a 
sudden in terms of cost.”   

As retailers in our survey have 
indicated that they are ready to 
embrace digital technologies as a way 
to enhance the customer experience, 
we can expect pop-up solutions to 
become an integral part of their 
digital strategies going forward.  
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“We see pop-ups as a way to test the omnichannel 
experience and see how people react to technology.” 
Giovanni Cirillo, Ecommerce Director, I.T  

RETAIL TECHNOLOGY INVESTMENT PLANS

Business intelligence / data analytics

Mobility / mobile applications

Pop-up store solutions

Infrastructure and data centre

Software development and upgrades

Mobile point of sale (MPOS)

Customer relationship management (CRM)

Blockchain technology

ERP

Cloud technology

Beacons / location technology

Artificial Intelligence (AI)

Internet of Things (IoT)

Automation / robotics

Point of sale (POS)

RFID

Augmented Reality (AR)

Virtual Reality (VR)

Checkout-free shopping

Thing commerce / voice technology

Digital marketing

Ecommerce platform

Supply chain management

43% 16% 41%

34% 20% 47%

32% 20% 48%

31% 15% 54%

31% 20% 48%

31% 22% 47%

28% 17% 55%

27% 11% 62%

27% 13% 59%

27% 17% 57%

24% 13% 63%

24% 20% 56%

20% 23% 57%

20% 26% 55%

18% 24% 57%

18% 20% 62%

17% 11% 71%

16% 22% 62%

15% 60%

15% 22% 63%

13% 65%

12% 66%

10% 22% 68%

22%

22%

24%

Investment planned in next year Investment planned in next 2 to 4 years No investment planned



ABOUT TOFUGEAR

Tofugear believes in making complex commercial experiences simple with 
technology. Our vision is to be a partner with retailers to deliver technology 
solutions that are fit-for-purpose and achieve responsible innovation.

Tofugear’s Omnitech Unified Commerce Platform includes a full suite of 
commerce channel capabilities, clienteling tools, IoT solutions, retail operating 
systems and more. Our platform offers retailers new and exciting 
opportunities such as capturing increased sales across channels, enhanced 
brand awareness and loyalty, as well as gaining insight into customer ‘trying 
and buying’ behaviour.

Retailers and mall operators choose Tofugear to provide the tools and 
expertise to construct ecosystems that are hyper-personalised for their 
customers, maximise the value of existing investments and unlock new  
streams of value from the demand-driven economy. 

WRITTEN BY: 

PHILIP WIGGENRAAD (PHILIP@TOFUGEAR.COM) 

TIFFANY LUNG (TIFFANY.LUNG@TOFUGEAR.COM)

WWW.TOFUGEAR.COM

HELLO@TOFUGEAR.COM

4/F, Fuk Wo Industrial Building 
5 Sheung Hei Street, San Po Kong 
Kowloon, Hong Kong SAR 
+852 2151 9830

© 2018 Tofugear Ltd. All rights reserved. The entire contents of this 
publication is subject to copyright. No reproduction is permitted by printed or 
electronic means without the express written permission of Tofugear Ltd.





2


