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innovation agenda is determined by 
what the competition is doing. 

For this report, Tofugear and its 
partners – Global Payments, 
Microsoft, TrendWatching and the 
Singapore Retailers Association – 
surveyed 150 retail leaders across 12 
markets in Asia on their approaches 
to innovation as well as their 
investment priorities over the years 
ahead. While the research covered 
many different areas – from the 
adoption of arti�cial intelligence to 
mobile strategies – there are three 
key takeaways to highlight:

1. Move faster through 
partnerships. Retailers in Asia are 
convinced about the bene�ts of 
partnering with technology 
companies on their digital 
transformation journeys. This allows 
retailers to gain access to external 
expertise and new technologies, but 
it also means they can respond more 
quickly to market challenges – which 
is crucial in today’s fast-moving 
marketplace.

2. Convenience is the name of the 
game. When it comes to investment 
priorities, innovations that offer 
increased convenience to customers 

are top of the list. While ‘gimmicky’ 
technologies such as in-store robots 
and drone deliveries may generate 
bigger headlines, retailers in Asia 
prefer to direct their investment 
towards areas that help to improve 
the customer experience, such as 
scan-and-go and in-store shoppable 
screens. 

3. AI adoption will accelerate. Asia 
appears to be lagging in the adoption 
of arti�cial intelligence, with just 
15% of retailers having implemented 
the technology. However, that looks 
set to change as nearly half of all 
retailers indicated that they intend to 
invest in AI over the next four years. 

Areas of focus for retailers are their 
online operations and marketing – 
both of which already have access to 
a wealth of data that can be 
leveraged by AI. 

Finally, I would like to thank Global 
Payments, Microsoft, TrendWatching 
and the Singapore Retailers 
Association for partnering with us on 
this report. Last but not least, a big 
thank you to all retailers that took 
part in our survey, as well as those 
that helped put our �ndings into 
context by sharing their insights. 

These are transformational times 
for the retail industry. 

Expectations have risen to such an 
extent that new digital approaches 
are required to win over the customer 
– and crucially, retain their loyalty. It 
is, therefore, encouraging to see the 
progress that retailers in Asia have 
made when it comes to digital 
transformation.

This year’s edition of the Asia Digital 
Transformation Report shows that 
retailers in the region feel more 
comfortable about their digital 
capabilities, as well as their ability to 
meet the demands of today’s 
switched-on consumers. However, not 
all retailers are setting their own 
path, with half admitting that their 

FOREWORD

PHILIP WIGGENRAAD 
HEAD OF RESEARCH 
TOFUGEAR

"New digital approaches are required 
to win over the customer."
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GLOBAL PAYMENTS 
VIEWPOINT 

We are living in a world of 
unrivalled digital innovation. 

As one of the leading providers of 
integrated payments for ecommerce 
and omnichannel retail, Global 
Payments Asia Paci�c has witnessed 
the rise of the digital landscape and 
how it has revolutionised retail 
businesses over the past few years.

Success in today’s fast-moving retail 
landscape comes through 
collaboration with the right partner. 
This research, co-powered by Global 
Payments and Tofugear, provides key 
insights for Asian retailers on how to 
adopt on-trend technological 
measures to accelerate their business. 
It echoes with our mission to position 
ourselves as a technology-enabled 
software-driven payment partner of 
omnichannel retailers.

Through our extensive experience in 
serving global retailers, we often 
come across questions from 
merchants about how technology can 
be leveraged to improve customer 
satisfaction and operational 
ef�ciency.

Global Payments is uniquely 
positioned to seamlessly combine 

both virtual and physical worlds to 
serve complex merchant needs. 
Several of our most sophisticated 
multinational clients are streamlining 
their payment operations through 
our new platform, and it has already 
driven new marquee wins for them.

We envision the future of retail to be 
one where unmanned retail stores 
and arti�cial intelligence-driven 
payments will continue to increase in 
popularity in Asia. Moreover, 
payments will be one of the key 
factors for retailers to differentiate 
their digital experience.

Global Payments intends to remain at 
the forefront of innovation in 
�nancial technology solutions, and 
lead the charge for simpli�ed, secure, 
and reliable payment technology. We 
will continue to grow, evolve, and 
change, so that our merchants can 
grow with us as well.

We therefore hope this report will 
serve as a benchmark for retailers 
driving forward innovation within 
their organisations, or act as a point 
of inspiration for those that have yet 
to fully embark on their digital 
transformation journeys.

KONRAD CHAN 
PRESIDENT, ASIA PACIFIC 
GLOBAL PAYMENTS
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SURVEY SCOPE

Tofugear, along with its partners 
Global Payments, TrendWatching 
and Microsoft, have conducted a 
joint research study into how 
retailers in Asia are approaching 
digital transformation as well as 
the maturity of their digital 
capabilities.  

A survey was run over a four-
week period in June and July 
2019, targeting retail executives, 
directors and senior managers 
across Asia. Respondents were 
approached through direct 
mailings and social media. 

The survey covered a wide range 
of topics focusing on how 
innovation is fostered, the 
adoption of emerging 
technologies such as arti�cial 
intelligence as well as digital 
investment priorities over the 
next few years. 

A total of 150 respondents 
completed the survey, with 
diverse participation from a wide 
range of sectors and across 
various senior roles. Respondents 
were based in 12 markets across 
the Asian region. 

LOCATION OF RESPONDENTS GEOGRAPHIC FOCUS OF 
RESPONDENTS

CHANNELS USED
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POSITION OF RESPONDENTS

ROLES OF RESPONDENTS

RETAIL SECTORS

SIZE OF THE ORGANISATION
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HIGHLIGHTS: DIGITAL 
TRANSFORMATION  
IN ASIA

BIGGEST RETAIL 
CHALLENGES IN 2019

HOW DO RETAILERS INNOVATE?

REASONS FOR PARTNERING
Achieving omnichannel retail

Keeping pace with technology

Loyalty and retention

partner with 
technology 
companies

4 in 5

Technology 
accelerators

Acquire 
start-ups

Innovation 
labs

25% 20%18%

25% 44%
want access to 

technology and 
expertise

need a quick 
response to market 

challenges

1

2

3
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TOP 3 INNOVATIONS FOR 2020

ARTIFICIAL INTELLIGENCE

INVESTMENT PRIORITIES

Ecommerce 
platforms

POS Mobile 
apps

plan to invest within 4 years

15%
44%

have invested in AI

Scan-and-go

Shoppable screens

Smart mirrors

Half of all retailers say 
investment in technology is driven by 
what competitors are doing

1

2

3
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POWER OF THE 
PARTNERSHIP 

KEY FINDINGS 

• Nearly four in �ve retailers in Asia (77%) pursue digital transformation 
through partnerships with technology companies

• Retailers are more likely to use technology accelerators to drive 
innovation rather than much-hyped innovation labs 

• Technology partnerships are used to bring in external expertise and react 
more quickly to market challenges

• The main challenge with partnerships is �nding the right partner, 
followed by concerns over the sharing of sensitive data   
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The traditional relationship between retailers and technology suppliers 
has shifted into a much more strategic partnership in recent years. These 
partnerships are driven by the thought that both parties can bene�t from 
close collaboration as they work on initiatives to better serve the next 
generation of consumers. But is that also how retailers in Asia are 
pursuing digital transformation?  

INNOVATION LABS FALL 
OUT OF FAVOUR

Respondents to the survey were 
asked how their organisations 
approach innovation. Indeed, 
partnerships with technology vendors 
were the most popular method used 
by retailers in Asia, with nearly four 
in �ve (77%) doing so. This was 
ahead of using in-house technology 
teams (71%) and recruiting talent to 
bring in new skills (52%).

Innovation labs – which were all the 
rage �ve years ago – were utilised by 
just 18% of respondents, with 
technology accelerators proving a 

more popular approach to foster 
innovation (25%). Hackathons, 
meanwhile, were used by less than 
one in ten retailers (8%). 

Andrew Massey, Director of Digital 
Transformation and Innovation at  
department store retailer Lane 
Crawford, says that innovation labs 
failed to deliver on their hype 
because they were “too divorced 
from the main parts of the business”. 
Being able to work on new ideas 
away from the day-to-day pressures 
of a retail business may, therefore, 
have resulted in a lack of initiatives 
that actually add value.
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APPROACHES TO INNOVATION

TECHNOLOGY 
ACCELERATORS 

On the other hand, technology 
accelerators or ignition programmes 
– where retailers bring in external 
tech companies to advise and mentor 
on their businesses – have much more 
potential to result in innovations that 
will create lasting value for an 
organisation. 

For instance, Lane Crawford Joyce 
Group has an annual ignition 
programme called The Cage that 
focuses on the mentorship and 
development of start-ups working on 
omnichannel initiatives in the fashion 
lifestyle retail industry. 

Massey explains that this is a win-win 
for both parties. He says: “The Cage 
is not only an ignition programme 
for start-ups, it is also an ignition 
programme for our own talent, who 
come together in a dynamic way to 
advance and validate ideas in 
partnership with the start-ups.” 

“Partnerships allow us to hit 
the ground running and 
remain competitive.” 
– Eric Sarmiento, SVP and General Manager, Primer Group
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REASONS FOR PARTNERING WITH TECHNOLOGY COMPANIES

WHY DO RETAILERS TURN 
TO TECHNOLOGY 
PARTNERS? 

Whether it is a large fashion giant 
like Uniqlo working with Google to 
speed up their supply chain, or a local 
retailer investing in mobile tills, 
retailers in Asia are also increasingly 
partnering with technology 
companies to drive new, innovative 
customer experiences. 

The main reason why retailers are 
doing so is to bring in technology 
and expertise not available within 
their own organisations (noted by 
58% of respondents), followed by 
being able to respond more quickly 
to market challenges (44%).

Eric Sarmiento, SVP and General 
Manager at Primer Group, a 
Philippines-based distributor and 
retailer of branded consumer 
products, agrees that gaining access 
to knowledge is a key motivation. He 
says: “For our ecommerce, we have 
partnered with local and foreign 
technology companies, because that 
space is relatively new to us. We 
capitalise on their experience and 
exposure and let our own people 
learn as we go along. This allows us 
to hit the ground running and remain 
competitive.” 
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 CHALLENGES TO PARTNERSHIPS WITH TECHNOLOGY COMPANIES FINDING THE RIGHT 
PARTNER IS A CHALLENGE

There are clear bene�ts to strategic 
partnerships with technology 
companies, which retailers in Asia are 
well aware of. Nearly two-thirds 
(64%) state that being part of a 
technology partner ecosystem is 
critical to their success. That said, 
retailers may need to navigate 
several challenges in order to fully 
leverage those bene�ts. 

According to the survey, the main 
challenge is actually �nding the right 
partner. While many technology 
suppliers have gotten on board with 
the partnership model, some may still 
have a more traditional mindset 
where they are focused on getting 
the job done and are not necessarily 
looking out for the long-term 
interests of the retailer. 

A second major concern is that in 
many digital transformation projects, 
it may be necessary to share sensitive 
data with the technology vendor. 
This means that retailers will need 
reassurance that this data will remain 
secure before they can proceed. 

"You need a partnership which delivers in the short-
term, but makes longer term architecture sense."
– Andrew Massey, Director of Digital Transformation and Innovation, Lane Crawford
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THE IDEAL PARTNER

What does the ideal partner look 
like? Massey suggests this could be 
a technology company that helps a 
retailer take a pragmatic and 
commercially-minded approach that 
delivers in the short-term, but also 
makes longer-term architecture 
sense. He says: “The retailer needs a 
trusted partner that can help them 
make those decisions, even when 
decisions might not necessarily align 
with the business model of the 
technology vendor.”   

"We believe 
retailers will 
increasingly turn 
to technology 
partners to help 
them manage the 
signi�cant shifts 
in technology."
Maria Hui, Marketing and Operations 
Director, Microsoft Hong Kong

Of course, there are technology and 
innovation companies that operate 
with business models that make it 
much easier to align their goals 
with those of a retailer. For 
instance, a software as a service 
(SaaS) approach means technology 
is made available on a subscription 
basis and can be linked to the sales 
performance of a retailer. This 
creates a mutually-bene�cial 
partnership where both 
organisations are pursuing the same 
goals.  
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As a partner-�rst organisation, 
Microsoft cares about the approach 
we take to our business. It is not 
simply about the technology – it is 
about taking account of the needs of 
our customers and supporting all 
types of organisations through the 
challenging business environment.

In today’s retail space, personalisation 
is the key for creating distinctive 
customer experiences, and businesses 
will need to shift their focus from 
merely interacting with customers to 
meaningfully engaging them. With an 
increasing number of consumers 
moving to online platforms, retailers 
need to rede�ne their existing 
delivery channels and enrich shopping 
experiences across all touch points.

Microsoft always strives to bring our 
core values of innovation and 
creativity to the competitive 
battleground of the retail and 

consumer goods industries. A case in 
point was our work with fast fashion 
retailer H&M, where we moved its 
high latency and complex ecommerce 
platform onto Azure and forged a 
close collaboration between �rst and 
third-party solutions. 

Looking ahead, we can see that the 
need for partnerships in the retail 
industry will continue to intensify. The 
development of next-generation 
technologies, such as mobile, big data 
analytics, arti�cial intelligence and 
machine learning, robotics, cloud and 
IoT, are leading to a re-evaluation of 
business models as retailers seek to 
deliver a seamless customer 
experience. 

We believe retailers will increasingly 
turn to solution partners to help them 
manage the signi�cant shifts in 
technology. This is supported by the 
�ndings of this report, with one in �ve 

retailers in Asia stating that the pace 
of change in technology is the single 
biggest challenge they are currently 
dealing with. A partnership 
momentum is what we have inside of 
Microsoft, but ultimately we need 
you - our customers – to deliver on 
this vision.

ENVISIONING THE FUTURE OF RETAIL TOGETHER WITH MICROSOFT

MARIA HUI 
MARKETING AND OPERATIONS DIRECTOR, 
MICROSOFT HONG KONG
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THE AI REVOLUTION 
– HYPE OR REALITY? 

KEY FINDINGS 

• Retailers in Asia are turning to arti�cial intelligence (AI) to improve 
operational ef�ciencies and deliver better customer service 

• While adoption of AI technology is lagging in Asia, 44% of retailers plan 
to invest in the technology over the next four years

• Applications of AI have centered on retailers’ marketing and online 
operations 

• The biggest challenges with implementing AI are its integration with 
legacy systems and the combining of data from disparate sources 
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Arti�cial intelligence in computing has been 
around since the 1950s, but its potential 

to disrupt the retail industry has only been 
recognised since the start of the current 
decade. Indeed, no retail conference is 
complete without a mention of this much-
hyped technology. However, the question 
remains whether retailers in Asia have fully 
boarded the AI train yet, or are still in ’wait 
and see’ mode?

ADOPTION RATES IN ASIA 
ARE LAGGING

According to advisory �rm 
Capgemini, 28% of retailers globally 
deployed AI technology in their 
organisations in 2018. Yet, the survey 
for this report �nds that in Asia the 
proportion stands at just 15%, 
highlighting that there is a gap with 
other markets elsewhere in the 
world. 

There are multiple reasons why AI 
adoption seems to be lagging in Asia. 
For starters, the survey includes 

responses from retailers with less 
than 10 employees (micro businesses) 
all the way up to large retailers with 
more than 1,000 staff. It stands to 
reason that smaller retailers will have 
less investment funds available for 
emerging technology like AI and may 
have more pressing concerns. 

It can also be dif�cult to judge the 
bene�ts that AI technology may 
bring. Andrew Massey, Director of 
Digital Transformation and 
Innovation at department store 
retailer Lane Crawford, comments: 
“Case studies invariably quote 

RETAILERS THAT HAVE INVESTED IN AI 

impressive rates of return, but it is 
dif�cult to con�rm a similar ROI for 
your own use case scenario, especially 
when this whole area is so new and 
you’ve probably not got any 
comparable previous data to evaluate 
against.” 

The survey also includes responses 
from retailers in 12 markets across 
Asia, and it is certainly the case that 
some markets will be at a more 
advanced stage of development than 
others. For instance, adoption of AI in 
Singapore was above average at 20%.  
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TYPES OF AI USED BY RETAILERS 

APPLICATIONS OF AI IN 
ASIAN RETAIL

For those retailers that have begun 
to apply AI to their business, the 
main applications have been in 
machine learning and chatbots, 
both of which were slightly ahead 
of image and video analytics. 
Machine learning is perhaps a more 
natural starting point for retailers as 
it allows them to leverage the large 
amounts of data that they already 
have access to. 

OPERATIONAL AREAS WHERE AI IS IMPLEMENTED 

When it comes to the operational 
parts of the business where AI is 
being deployed, there are two key 
areas of focus: marketing (noted by 
65% of the retailers that have 
invested in AI) and online operations 
(60%). These are customer-facing 
applications where arti�cial 
intelligence is already delivering on 
its promise, for instance through 
personalisation or facial recognition 
(for example, Singapore telecom 
provider Singtel uses facial 
recognition in its Unboxed pop-up 
store). 
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INNOVATION: SINGTEL 
UNBOXED

In June 2019, Singtel launched 
Unboxed, Singapore’s �rst 
unmanned 24-hour telco store, in 
the heart of the Central Business 
District. Customers are guided 
around the store by a roving Live Bot 
– essentially a tablet on wheels 
– which establishes a livestream chat 
between the customer and a remote 
member of the Singtel customer 
service team. The Live Bot uses facial 
recognition to identify if someone is 
an existing Singtel customer, 
allowing for more personalised 
assistance. 

Customers can sign up for mobile 
plans, buy phones and accessories 
and make bill payments at the store. 
The pop-up store is modular and will 
rotate to other high-traf�c areas 
around Singapore.

TREND: SENTIENT SPACES

In 2019, a handful of factors are 
colliding: massive troves of consumer 
data, the maturing of AI and smart 
physical objects, widespread use of 
facial recognition and sensors, and 
the ever-growing consumer demand 
for relevance and personalisation. 
The result? Consumers can now 
expect physical spaces that recognise 

them and adapt to provide in-person 
experiences tailored to their needs. 

We call this trend SENTIENT SPACES. 
Singtel’s Unboxed roving Live Bot 
leverages facial recognition to 
identify existing customers and offer 
a more personalised experience. 
What can you do to serve rising 
expectations of personalised 
experiences in physical spaces?
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IMPROVING EFFICIENCIES 
IS THE MAIN MOTIVATION

Despite the potential that 
personalisation can offer, the main 
motivation to invest in AI was found 
to be improving operational 
ef�ciencies (mentioned by 70% of 
respondents). Being able to deliver 
better customer service was the next 
biggest factor (50%), ahead of the 
ability to gain actionable insights 
(45%).  

AI can be hugely bene�cial in terms 
of sifting through vast amounts of 
data to create detailed customer 
pro�les and to be able to better 
anticipate their needs. It is, therefore, 
perhaps surprising that only a quarter 
of retailers are investing in AI because 
of personalisation aspects. 

Massey says: “I think personalisation 
is one of the best use cases [of AI] 
because consumer expectations have 
increased, and they are expecting 
their interactions with retailers to be 
very relevant to them.”

REASONS FOR INVESTING IN AI

“Personalisation is one of the best use cases [of AI] 
because consumers are expecting their interactions 
with retailers to be very relevant to them.” 
– Andrew Massey, Director of Digital Transformation and Innovation, Lane Crawford
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LEGACY SYSTEMS AND 
QUALITY OF DATA ARE 
CHALLENGES 

Those retailers that have embarked 
on AI projects have found that it can 
be a challenging task to manage. Just 
over 60% of respondents to the 
survey noted that the biggest 
challenge they experienced was the 
integration with legacy systems – 
with AI placing different demands on 
these systems than they were 
originally intended for. 

This was followed in considerable 
distance by the dif�culty of 
combining data from disparate 
sources, which was mentioned by a 
third of all retailers. The quality of 
data is critical when it comes to 
implementing AI and it is arguably 
more important than the actual 
algorithm that sits behind the 
technology.  

ADOPTION LIKELY TO PICK 
UP IN COMING YEARS 

While it may seem that retailers in 
Asia have yet to fully embrace AI, it is 
important to note that much progress 
is expected to be made over the 
coming years. Elsewhere in this 
report, it was found that 15% of 
retailers indicated that they will 
invest in the technology over the next 
year, while a further 29% intend to 
do so over the next two to four years. 
This indicates that now AI is �nally 
starting to deliver on its promise, 
retailers in Asia are keen to embark 
on their �rst AI projects.  

CHALLENGES FACED WHEN IMPLEMENTING AI
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ATTITUDES 
TOWARDS 
INNOVATION

KEY FINDINGS 

• Asian retailers employ a ‘wait and see’ strategy 
as one in two make technology investments 
based on what their competitors are doing 

• Compared to 2018 survey results, more 
retailers are now using cross-functional teams 
to help drive innovation

• Retailers are increasingly adopting a mobile 
strategy to target digitally-native consumers 
and are addressing data protection and privacy 
concerns

• Just over a third of respondents are con�dent 
that their organisation excels in digital 
transformation when compared to their peers
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THEN VS NOW

In last year’s 2018 digital 
transformation survey, 64% of 
retailers stated that having a digital 
strategy was one of their company’s 
key objectives – yet at the same time, 
two-thirds of respondents did not 
actually believe that their 
organisation had a ‘digital �rst’ 
approach to business change. 

In an increasingly omnichannel world, retailers are being faced with a 
‘�ght or �ight’ situation to stay relevant to today’s demanding digital 

consumers. Digital transformation becomes an inevitable choice, however, 
are retailers merely following their peers or are they set to become the 
digital leaders of tomorrow? 

This year, however, retailers’ 
strategies appear to be largely 
impacted by the pressures facing the 
industry, with over half of all 
respondents admitting that their 
investment in technology and 
innovation is driven by what their 
competitors are doing. Meanwhile, 
only 36% of respondents believe that 
their company set the standard for 
digital transformation. 

Eric Sarmiento, SVP and General 
Manager at Primer Group, a 
Philippines-based distributor and 
retailer of branded consumers 
products, con�rms that Primer Group  
is mindful and strategic about how it 
invests in digital initiatives. He says: 
“Capital is limited, so we leverage on 
the experiences of our competitors 
when evaluating our own digital 
investments.” 
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'WAIT AND SEE' ATTITUDE

When it comes to innovation versus 
gimmicks, many retailers remain 
dubious of which technology to bring 
on board and employ a ‘wait and see’ 
attitude to avoid the pitfalls that a 
competitor may have experienced. 
This cautious attitude has also been 
highlighted elsewhere in this report, 
where it was found that retailers 
encounter major challenges in �nding 
the right technology partner to work 
with. 

ATTITUDES TOWARDS INNOVATION

Internally, however, a retailer’s 
organisational culture can also be a 
barrier to digital transformation. For 
example, only one in two retailers 
(53%) say they have cross-functional 
teams that work on building 
innovation together, although that is 
a slight improvement on the 47% 
found in the 2018 survey.

Marc Zielinski, Hong Kong Leader of 
French sporting goods retailer 
Decathlon, shares how such an 

approach can help drive success in 
digital transformations. He 
comments: “We are an agile 
organisation that is structured as a 
network of teams where each team 
operates independently and can 
bene�t from the guidance of 
internal referents who are experts in 
their �eld, such as digital marketing 
and data science.”
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MOBILE STRATEGIES

Back in 2018, three-quarters of Asian 
retailers that took part in the survey 
stated that they already had 
ecommerce platforms in place. 
However, simply having an online 
shop these days is not enough and 
retailers need to go beyond this to 
take account of the changed 
shopping habits of today’s connected 
consumers. 

Emerging markets in Southeast Asia 
in particular are heavily reliant on 
smartphones as these devices are 
more accessible than PC’s and laptops. 
This had led to Asian consumers being 
proli�c mobile phone users, with 
previous Tofugear research in 2018 
�nding that nearly half shop on a 
mobile device at least once a week 
– some directly from retail apps.

There seems to be some evidence that 
more Asian retailers are shifting their 
focus onto the mobile channel, with 
43% of retailers now stating that they 
have a mobile strategy – as opposed 
to 39% last year. Nevertheless, this 
could still be considered somewhat 
underwhelming for a region that is 
said to account for over half of the 
world’s smartphone users. 

PROTECTING CUSTOMER 
DATA

With everything digital, comes data 
– and data is inevitably linked to 
privacy concerns. With the EU’s GDPR 
data protection regulation in place 
since 2018, many Asian retailers have 
had to follow suit to tighten their 
systems and procedures. Consumers 
have become more informed and are 
demanding more privacy and control 
of their own data estate and 
information. 

Retailers are now having to ensure 
security measures are being carried 
out to protect customer data. For 
instance, Primer Group conducts 

company-wide campaigns to educate 
and inform their employees on data 
protection and its associated risks. 

While 56% of respondents admit that 
protecting customer data and privacy 
concerns are a challenge and dif�cult 
to achieve, Lane Crawford’s Director 
of Digital Transformation and 
Innovation, Andrew Massey, believes 
this should be a major priority for 
any retailer. He says: “Data is the new 
oil. It’s business edge. As a business 
you need to be very careful with your 
valuable assets – especially with 
customer data as they have entrusted 
you with this.”   
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MEETING CUSTOMER 
EXPECTATIONS

In the 2018 edition of this survey it 
was revealed that four in �ve 
retailers viewed a positive customer 
experience as a critical factor in their 
organisation’s success. Yet, at the 
same time, only half of the 
respondents were con�dent that 
their delivery and execution was able 
to meet customer expectations. 

Fast forward to this year, and it 
would seem that retailers have 
become slightly more con�dent 
about their ability to meet the lofty 
expectations of today’s consumers. 
Massey comments: “This surprises me 
because customer expectations are 

"[Consumer expectations] are accelerating 
and it is harder for enterprises’ applications 
to keep pace."
- Andrew Massey, Director of Digital Transformation and Innovation, Lane Crawford

MEETING CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS 
IS CRITICAL TO MY ORGANISATION

MY COMPANY IS ABLE TO MEET 
CUSTOMER EXPECTATIONS

rising all the time. To me it feels like 
they are accelerating and, therefore, 
it is harder for enterprises’ 
applications to keep pace with it.”

In a way, many of the pet (pilot) 
projects launched by retailers – the 
unmanned stores, magic mirrors and 
more – have led to rising 
expectations and this has been 
reinforced by consumers’ experiences 
with other industries, particularly 
when looking at what the tech giants 
are doing. With retailers having 
much more limited budgets, they 
need to be strategic about their 
innovation strategies and focus on 
the areas where their investments 
can deliver the biggest impact on the 
customer experience.
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The ebb and �ow of technology 
trends has had retailers running in all 
directions, as they try to keep up with 
the pace of change in the industry as 
well as moves made by their 
competitors. While last year’s digital 
transformation survey found that 
business intelligence and data 
analytics were a major priority, this 
year retailers are taking a different 
course as they look to offer a more 
frictionless shopping experience – 
both online and in-store. 

Challenging times

KEY FINDINGS 

• Achieving omnichannel retail is the biggest challenge for retailers in 
Asia, followed by keeping up with the pace of change in technology

• Retailers are focusing on customer-facing innovations that offer 
convenience to shoppers, such as scan-and-go technology and same day 
delivery

• Three in four retailers plan to increase their IT budgets over the coming 
year, as they respond to the rising expectations of consumers

• Technology investment priorities over the coming year include 
ecommerce platforms, point of sale solutions and mobile apps

WINDOW INTO 
THE FUTURE  
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The ebb and �ow of technology trends 
has had retailers running in all 

directions, as they try to keep up with the 
pace of change in the industry as well as 
moves made by their competitors. While 
last year’s 2018 digital transformation 
survey found that business intelligence and 
data analytics were a major priority, in 
2019, retailers are taking a different course 
as they look to offer a more frictionless 
shopping experience – both online and 
in-store. 

CHALLENGING TIMES

Retailers were asked what they saw 
as the single biggest challenge their 
business is currently facing. While 
achieving omnichannel retail was 
mentioned most frequently (by 22% 
of respondents), keeping up with the 
pace of change in technology (19%), 
and loyalty and retention (15%) were 
not that far behind – suggesting that 
retailers are coming under attack 
from multiple angles. 

French sporting goods retailer 
Decathlon is arguably one of the 
front runners in Asia when it comes 
to omnichannel retail, particularly in 
the way it achieves a close 
integration between all of its 
channels such as the ecommerce site, 
mobile app, in-store shoppable 
screens and its stores.   

According to Marc Zielinski, Hong 
Kong Leader for the retailer, an 
omnichannel approach needs to be 
more than just getting the 
technology in place – it needs to be 
relevant for customers too. He 
comments: “Today, consumers are all 
connected, extremely informed and 
very demanding with brands. … The 
store has become one contact point 
among others and if the in-store 
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technology is fully integrated into the 
omnichannel approach, it is only 
relevant if it brings value to our 
customers.”

However, Zielinski also agrees that it 
is critical for retailers to keep up with 

the pace of change in technology. 
“We know every retailer will have to 
adapt to that change. Either you will 
be among the �rst ones to embrace 
that change and turn it into an 
opportunity, or you will just follow 
others and suffer the consequences.” 

CHALLENGES RETAILERS ARE FACING IN 2019

"Today, consumers are all connected, 
extremely informed and very demanding 
with brands.” 
– Marc Zielinski, Hong Kong Leader, Decathlon

As mentioned previously in this 
report, many retailers have brought 
in external expertise through 
technology partnerships and are 
using these to react more quickly to 
market challenges. 
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 CUSTOMER-FACING INNOVATIONS THAT RETAILERS ARE PLANNING TO INVEST IN

TAPPING INTO DEMAND 
FOR CONVENIENCE 

Every year, a new technology trend 
emerges in the retail scene, some 
more effective and scalable than 
others. Amazon Go launched at the 
end of 2016 and has been the catalyst 
for the unmanned store movement. 
However, not many other retailers 
have had the expertise or budget to 
replicate this technology, and Amazon 
itself has only moved at a pedestrian 
rate in terms of rolling out additional 
Amazon Go stores.   

"Beyond product quality or value for money, 
the best way for brands to differentiate and 
win consumers’ hearts is service. In-store 
technology must only serve that purpose.”  
-Marc Zielinski, Hong Kong Leader, Decathlon
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When respondents to the survey 
were asked which customer-facing 
innovations that they are looking to 
invest in over the next year, one in 
two retailers mentioned scan-and-go 
technology. Meanwhile, only a �fth 
of retailers cited unmanned store 
technology.  

It can be argued that scan-and-go 
– which has evolved from scanning 
guns in docks to mobile-native 
solutions – is a more economical 
alternative to unmanned stores and, 
hence, more feasible for many 
retailers. 

Other major innovations that 
retailers are interested in are same 
day delivery (38%), in-store 
shoppable screens (33%) and smart 
mirrors (20%) – all technologies or 
services that can be tied into an 
omnichannel experience.  

Realism seems to be the name of the 
game for retailers in Asia as less-
scalable innovations, such as 
automated deliveries (through 
drones or other vehicles) and in-store 
robots proved to be less popular. 
Perhaps these applications veer into 
gimmick territory and retailers have 
more pressing concerns to address.

INNOVATION: VINMART

May 2019 saw Vietnam-based supermarket VinMart launch what it says is 
the country’s �rst virtual store in 20 test locations in Hanoi and Ho Chi 
Minh City. Offering both physical and virtual shopping, each store has 
images of more than 100 products arranged as if on supermarket shelves. 

Buyers open the VinID app and, through the Scan & Go feature, scan the 
QR code of items they want to order. Purchased products are delivered in 
two to four hours. VinMart already launched the Scan & Go function in 
its app in March 2019 and it is available in 73 supermarkets across the 
country.

TREND: AUTOMATION THEATRE 

Rampant adoption of mobile payments is facilitating the growth of 
automated transactions around Asia, presenting future opportunities for 
truly seamless retail experiences. And when it comes to engaging 
consumers, there are two opposing paths to take: offer an ef�cient, 
automated process, or a magical experience that consumers actively want 
to spend time on. But what happens in the blurry area between the two? 

Consumers will welcome brands that provide automation-fuelled 
in-person experiences that are immersive, compelling, and magical in 
their own right, in short an AUTOMATION THEATRE. How can you create 
experiences that blend speed, precision or ef�ciency with playfulness and 
delight?

Image: VinMart
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UPCOMING INVESTMENT 
PRIORITIES 

Looking ahead, three-quarters of 
retailers in Asia state that they will 
increase their IT budget over the next 
12 months, with one in two 
respondents specifying an increase of 
over 5%. The plethora of technology 
available to retailers is endless, but 
investment decisions will depend on 
each technology’s maturity and 
potential for return. 

In a survey by Tofugear in 2018, it was 
found that data and analytics were 
the highest investment priority for 
retailers, followed by mobile apps 
and pop-up store solutions. Yet, in 
the short span of 12 months, 
ecommerce platforms now take 
precedence over business intelligence, 
as 53% of retailers indicate that they 
are investing in this area over the 
next year. Second to this are point of 
sale (POS) systems, followed by 
mobile apps. 

IT EXPENDITURE PLANS OVER NEXT 12 MONTHS

TOP THREE INVESTMENT PRIORITIES

"We are now seeing many 
retailers playing a more active 
role in developing their own 
brand.com sites."
– Eric Sarmiento, SVP and General Manager, Primer Group
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RETAIL TECHNOLOGY INVESTMENT PLANS
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In terms of the increased importance 
of point of sale systems, it could be 
the case that retailers are now 
seeking to evolve and upgrade their 
existing systems as the technology 
has been enhanced with features 
such as personalised product 
recommendations through arti�cial  
intelligence. Meanwhile, investment 
in mobile apps is a natural 
progression after the establishment 
of an ecommerce platform, although 
apps are not a necessity for all 
retailers.  

ECOMMERCE PLATFORMS 
ARE A MAJOR FOCUS

The move away from data analytics 
towards ecommerce platforms shows 
that retailers need an advanced 
online presence as a gateway to 
obtaining data in the �rst place. This 
year’s 2019 digital transformation 
survey also had a larger proportion of 
respondents based in countries with 
less developed ecommerce markets, 
perhaps also explaining the increased 
focus on the online channel. 

Eric Sarmiento, SVP and General 
Manager at Primer Group, a 
Philippines-based distributor and 
retailer of branded consumers 
products, echoes this sentiment. He 
comments: “We believe ecommerce 
has already reached a tipping point 
in the Philippines and retailers are 
realising this. Although marketplaces 
such as Lazada still drive most of the 
ecommerce volume, we are now 
seeing many retailers playing a more 
active role in developing their own 
brand.com sites.”

INNOVATION: HIPANDA

April 2019 saw Japan-based 
streetwear brand Hipanda open its 
new �agship store in Tokyo. Known 
as the ‘Ghost House’, the space mixes 
augmented reality with augmented 
experience for an immersive retail 
journey. 

The brand’s logo appears to jump 
out as people walk past the store 
thanks to the use of visual effects. 
With a smartphone or tablet, 
shoppers can access exclusive content 
showing the brand’s panda in action, 
while mirrored walls combine with 
lighting to create a shadow-free 
interior.

TREND: FANTASY IRL

The need for play is ingrained in 
every human and everyone has a 
‘world’ they escape to. In 2018, China 
saw its �rst virtual theme park and 
Singapore opened the �rst virtual 
escape room. Ever more sophisticated 
and widespread VR solutions are 
blurring the boundaries between real 
and imagined worlds even further, 
and elevating consumer expectations 
for immersive escapes. 

Retailers are jumping on the trend 
too – from Jewel Changi Airport to 
Alibaba’s shopping galas, retail is 
reinventing itself into destinations 
with massive entertainment factors. 
Retailers consistently dishing out 
novel experiences are offering 
consumers more options for their 
next short escape. In 2019, consumers 
will dive into experiences that blur 
the boundaries between fantasy 
worlds and their real lives.

Image: Curiousity
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RELUCTANCE ABOUT 
EMERGING TECHNOLOGIES

Pop-up solutions, supply chain 
management technology and AI are 
also technologies retailers are keen to 
invest in over the medium term. For 
example, Zielinski shares that apart 
from Decathlon’s interest in 
augmented reality, it is also exploring 
customisation, visual search, express 
deliveries and fast payments. The 
retailer is hoping that these 
technologies will serve their 
customers better as part of their 
connected store approach.

When it comes to some of the more 
emerging technologies, such as 
blockchain, VR and automation 
robots, retailers in Asia are more 
reluctant to invest. Despite the hype 
of these technologies over the past 
two years, the retail industry has not 
seen much practical or economical 
applications and as a result are 
prioritising other areas. 

TECHNOLOGY SHOULD 
SERVE THE CUSTOMER 

With so many different choices of 
in-store technologies – as well as the 
rapid advancements in this area – 
retailers can lose direction of their 
strategy. It is critical for retailers to 
take a long-term view, but also 

consider how technologies will 
improve the experience for their 
customers. 

Taking a page out of Decathlon’s 
book, Zielinski advises: “[Customers] 
want transparency, immediacy, 
personalisation. Beyond product 
quality or value for money, the best 
way for brands to differentiate and 
win consumers’ hearts is service. 
In-store technology must only serve 
that purpose: offer a better service 
and a better experience to our 
customers.”

Andrew Massey, Director of Digital 
Transformation and Innovation at 
department store retailer Lane 
Crawford, echoes these sentiments. 
He says: “By creating friction 
purposefully, you are able to deliver 
surprising and delightful experiences. 
That’s when the store becomes media 
– a place to discover and consume, 
not just transact. Some technologies 
can play a key role in creating that.”   

Retailers have to be agile and 
proactive to retain their market 
position amongst the competitive 
�eld – but to do so responsibly and 
with a purpose. Innovation should 
always be customer-centric and 
ultimately improve the customer 
experience, and not used as a means 
to an end. 
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TOFUGEAR

Tofugear innovates continuously to bring value-added, customer-centric solutions to retailers and 
our partners. Our company aims to empower retailers to achieve more with less – together we 
strive to foster the transformation and growth of the retail ecosystem and provide the best value 
for customers.

Our Omnitech platform provides a cloud-based, globally scalable uni�ed commerce system. This 
simple to start, ready to scale solution connects each customer touchpoint, streamlines every 
customer journey, aids decision making across the entire operation through a continuous feed of 
consumer data and insights, and ultimately helps retailers build stronger relationships with their 
customers.

Our team of retail experts and insight specialists provide our clients with a data-driven approach to 
help identify new opportunities, tackle emerging challenges and most importantly, achieve better 
outcomes with less resources and investment.

www.tofugear.com               

        hello@tofugear.com               

        @TOFUGEAR               

        TOFUGEAR             

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

WRITTEN BY:

 
PHILIP WIGGENRAAD          

       PHILIP@TOFUGEAR.COM     
       @PHILFORSURE   

TIFFANY LUNG           

       TIFFANY.LUNG@TOFUGEAR.COM     
       @TIFFANYLUNG

ABOUT US 
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MICROSOFT HONG KONG

Founded in 1975, Microsoft (Nasdaq “MSFT”) is the worldwide leader in software, services, devices and solutions 
that help people and businesses realize their full potential. Microsoft began establishing deep roots in Hong Kong 
in 1991. Through growing its partner ecosystem locally, it now supports more than 2,600 software and services 
vendors in Hong Kong.

Microsoft’s longstanding commitment to its responsibility as a corporate citizen is demonstrated through the 
SparkHK program. SparkHK’s mission is to foster a more competitive and inclusive Hong Kong through 
partnerships. Its efforts span three key areas: innovating for growth, empowering youth and building a next-gen 
city.

As an industry leader, Microsoft also recognizes its responsibility to offer trustworthy computing and adhere to 
responsible business practices. It strives to deliver secure, private and reliable computing experiences for everyone.

www.microsoft.com            @microsoft            microsoft            

100 Cyberport Rd, Telegraph Bay, Hong Kong 
+852 2804 4200

TRENDWATCHING

We inspire and empower better innovation. Founded in 2002, our teams in London, New York and Singapore help 
B2C professionals in 180+ countries unlock powerful new answers to the biggest question in business: “what will 
my customers want next?”

www.trendwatching.com            singaporeof ce@trendwatching.com            trendwatching            trendwatching-com  

29A Cuppage Rd, #02-00, Singapore 229456 
+65 6602 8280

GLOBAL PAYMENTS

Global Payments Inc. (NYSE: GPN) is a leading pure play payments technology company 
delivering innovative services to our customers globally. Our technologies, services and employee expertise enable 
us to provide a broad range of solutions that allow our customers to accept all payment types and operate their 
businesses more ef ciently across a variety of distribution channels in many markets around the world.

Headquartered in Atlanta, Georgia with approximately 11,000 employees worldwide, Global Payments is a member 
of the S&P 500 with customers and partners in 32 markets throughout North America, Europe, the Asia-Paci c 
region and Brazil.

www.globalpaymentsinc.com            HK_enquiry@globalpay.com            @globalpayinc            global-payments

27/F, Manhattan Place, 23 Wang Tai Road, Kowloon Bay, Hong Kong 

+852 2969 9888    

PARTNERS:

Global Payments Inc. (NYSE: GPN) is a leading pure play payments technology company delivering innovative 
software and services to our customers globally.  Our technologies, services and employee expertise enable us to 
provide a broad range of solutions that allow our customers to operate their businesses more ef�ciently across a 
variety of channels in many markets around the world.

Headquartered in Georgia with over 24,000 employees worldwide, Global Payments is a member of the S&P 500 
with worldwide reach spanning over 100 countries throughout North America, Europe, Asia Paci�c and Latin 
America.

GlobalPaymentsInc
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For further information, please scan 
the QR code or visit our website:
www.tofugear.com

© 2019 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.


