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Introduction 

 
The global retail industry continues to be in a state of flux as consumer habits shift 
and disruptive business models grow, driving many players to prioritise innovation 
and unique partnerships.  

In Asia, social networks are starting to mimic retailers, while retailers in the West are 
turning into advertisers and forming strategic partnerships with niche brands keen 
to jump on the direct-to-consumer marketing trend. 

While different markets and their demographics demand unique customer 
engagement models, what’s common is the pace of innovation and reinvention of 
the traditional customer experience playbook. Across the globe, the pandemic has 
accelerated the shift towards online shopping, created global supply chain 
bottlenecks, and made customers more discerning towards prices. More recently, 
with economic activity bouncing back in several major geographies, rising inflation 
is likely to create a hyper-competitive retail landscape that is expected to demand 
a significant rethink of how retailers operate, innovate, and cater to evolving 
shopping behaviours. 

This report looks at some of the standout practices that global retailers have 
adopted in recent times as they look to stay competitive. 
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Accelerating Omnichannel Marketing 

 
As customer preferences evolve towards the ‘shop anywhere’ mantra, combining a variety of physical and online 
channels, a seamless retail experience is vital for customer retention. 

Omnichannel marketing that offers personalised experiences to shoppers is growing fast and has the potential1 to 
boost customer engagement by 250%. According to one study, an omnichannel strategy can help retailers achieve 
a 90% higher client retention rate. 

In the West, big-box retailers such as Walmart have fought back against the growth of Amazon by investing in online 
personalisation. In 2018, Walmart redesigned its website to make it more personalised, with location-based and 
relevant product recommendations for every shopper based on their past shopping history. 

Walmart’s strategic partnership with Chinese online retailer JD.com is seen as a retail masterstroke, with the former 
acquiring tech, data, and omnichannel marketing capability to grow the number of its Asian customers. In a company 
statement, Ben Hassing, senior vice president of Walmart China eCommerce and Technology confirmed the 
strategy, “Our ability to tap into JD.com’s advantages across logistics, big data, technology, and customer service 
gives Walmart a huge advantage in reaching China’s rapidly expanding consumer class. We look forward to further 
bringing together our strengths in digital and physical retail to take the customer experience to the next level.” 

Creating Unique Retail Experiences 

 
Underpinned by tech innovation and eagerness to delight customers, brick-and-mortar stores are looking to create 
tactile, immersive customer experiences that cannot be replicated online. 

Chinese retail giant Hema, which is owned by Alibaba, has several such experiences to its credit. While Hema’s ‘shop 
in-store for home delivery’ model makes the process transparent and checkout convenient for consumers, it is the 
diner experience added to the grocery store which proves to be superlative. It allows doorstep delivery of gourmet 
meals prepared from customers’ grocery purchases. To cash in, Alibaba is now planning to set up 2,000 Hema stores 
by 2023 in Shanghai as a part of the high-tech Hema village.  

Another use case in China’s experiential retail is how AiFi has successfully opened its biggest hybrid autonomous 
store in the country. With a manned checkout and the use of computer-vision for checkout-free shopping, the store 
emulates the future of retailing in many ways. 

Chasing the Empowered and Price-Sensitive Consumer 

 
Consumers today not only expect a hassle-free, hybrid-channel experience, but also demand better value, 
challenging traditional brand loyalty strategies. 

Personalised experiences based on customers’ past behaviour is one of the ways retailers are attempting to lure 
customers. Research shows that 76% of consumers ranked personalised discounts based on past purchase history 
as important and were three times more likely to engage with a brand based on a personal discount. 

In 2018, Walmart undertook a redesign of its website to launch more personalisation and relevant product 
recommendations for its customers. 

Brian Cornell, CEO of Target, has previously said, “All of us need to be students of the consumer…We need to be quick, 
we need to be decisive, we need to be agile…The days of mass communication and mass marketing are behind us. 
Today is about personalisation.”2  

In China, WeChat users are shown different offers based on their social media profiles and past activity. Social commerce 
penetration in China is estimated3 at US$363 billion in FY 2021 vis-à-vis US$36 billion in the US, making it almost 10 times 
the penetration of the latter. What has enabled this achievement is knowing the rules of social commerce market well. 

 
1. Three reasons to adopt an omnichannel marketing strategy, backed by data, Retail Dive, May 14, 2019 
2. Target CEO Brian Cornell Discusses Personalization, WWD 
3. China’s Social Commerce Sales to Soar by 36% to $363 Billion in 2021, Ten Times the US Figure, Finaria, March 10, 2021 
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While pre-purchase evaluation remains a key gap for most consumers in the west, China has addressed it with a 
highly sophisticated retail evaluation – having shopper comments on most of the items listed for e-commerce, thus 
making it easier for the next buyer. 

In the US and Europe, retailers have frequently leveraged celebrities as social media influencers, while China has seen 
the emergence of several ‘opinion leaders’ with presence across the likes of Weibo, WeChat, and TikTok, which have 
a wider appeal among millennials and Gen-Z. Video Live-streaming is another major avenue accessed by the Chinese 
consumers while evaluating a product purchase. Alibaba and JD.com have launched their own live-streaming 
platforms as well. 

Another way big-box retailers in the West are meeting the increasing demand for affordability is by doubling down on 
private labels and owned brands. Compared to third-party brands, private labels have doubled market share over 
the last five years. As of April 2020, private brands accounted for US$120 billion4 in annual sales in the US alone, 
making up 18% of the overall retail sales. 

Private labels, which typically allow retailers to keep costs down by as much as 35-40%, are also increasingly catering 
to new-age consumers who are showing a preference for organic, sustainable and plant-based products, in turn 
helping retailers build consumer loyalty and shift away from third-party brands. For instance, Kroger expanded its 
organic-product private label Simple Truth, which saw more than US$3 billion in annual sales in 2020; Kroger’s 
private brands division saw more than US$26.2 billion in annual sales.5 Target had at least 42 owned brands as of 
2020, representing a third of its overall sales.6 

Moving beyond affordable house brands means retailers are also making higher investments in marketing, design, 
packaging, and product development skills beyond their manufacturing mandates with several even working with 
artists, celebrities, and product innovation agencies. Earlier this year, Walmart teamed up7 with actor Drew 
Barrymore to release cookware brand, Beautiful by Drew Barrymore, following an earlier engagement with 
Barrymore that involved the launch of Flower Cosmetics. 

Reinventing Brand Loyalty 

 
Today, the traditional points-based reward programmes are not enough to excite and retain the increasingly digital-
savvy customer. Retail brand loyalty now entails a combination of unique experiences, subscription-based 
membership models such as Amazon Prime, and personalisation at every single customer touchpoint. 

Walmart’s Plus programme, which costs US$99 a year, has already been a massive success, clocking over 32 million 
users in less than a year after its launch. Walmart+ offers both in-store and online benefits for customers, including 
unlimited free grocery deliveries, and scan-and-go app and fuel discounts. Members of Amazon Prime, which costs 
about US$119 per year, reportedly spend on average about US$1,400 annually, more than double8 of the comparable 
spend from non-Prime members. About two-thirds of those who sign up for a Prime free trial convert to a paid 
subscription, with 93% of signed members continuing as paid members even after the expiration of the subscription 
period of one year.  

Overall, the brand loyalty programme market has strong fundamentals: it’s currently valued9 at more than US$186 
billion and is estimated to grow at a CAGR of 5-6%. North America is the largest market (US$73 billion), followed by 
Europe (US$38 billion), and Asia Pacific (US$23 billion). 

At the heart of the new customer loyalty programmes lie cost savings: research10 shows a second-time customer is 
at least six times more likely to make a repeat purchase than a first-time customer. 

Additionally, a five per cent increase in customer loyalty can boost average profit per customer by at least 25%. 

 

 
4. The Private-Brand Imperative for Grocers, BCG, April 1, 2020 
5. Kroger Fourth Quarter and Fiscal Year 2020 Earnings Release 
6. 2020 Annual Report, Target Corporation 
7. Why Walmart is increasingly working with celebrity influencers on private labels, Glossy, May 27, 2021 
8. Walmart+ Is Already a Massive Success, The Motley Fool, February 26, 2021 
9. Loyalty Programs: Market, Supplier, Risk and Competitive Intelligence, Beroeinc.com 
10. Loyalty is the foundation of customer retention, Marketing, September 22, 2001 



Whitepaper | January 2022 

© 2021 RocSearch | All Rights Reserved | December 2021 4 

 

 

In China, Alibaba Group’s 88VIP loyalty programme, which costs US$13, offers diverse perks, including access to a 
host of Alibaba services such as video streams, travel, movie tickets, and food delivery. It also leverages several 
partnerships including those with the Marriott, The Hilton, on-demand beauty service platform Helijia, music 
streaming platform Netease, iKang healthcare group, and GaoDe ride-hailing. Competitor JD has 18 partners and 
offers similar perks with its ‘Plus Super Membership’. 

In 2018, Singapore Airlines launched ‘KrisPay’, a blockchain-based digital wallet that would allow fliers to exchange 
their air miles with digital currency. The blockchain tokens can be used as part of its loyalty programme, ensuring the 
accumulated rewards don’t lose their worth over time. The airlines found the programme helped keep the consumer 
enthusiasm intact and facilitated a seamless interchange between miles and points to discounts at restaurants. Since 
its launch, KrisPay has grown to a network of more than 150 partners and covers 650 outlets. 

Transforming Supply Chains 

 
As the pandemic and accompanying lockdowns have disrupted traditional supply chains, several retailers have 
begun investing heavily in micro-fulfilment centres (MFCs), which are seen as the ideal last-mile delivery solutions 
designed to reduce delivery costs and shorten the time it takes to reach the consumer. These can operate as highly 
automated, stand-alone modular structures, or built in an existing retail space.11 

For example, Walmart has plans12 for building more than 100 MFCs in the next couple of years, as part of a larger plan 
to invest US$14 billion13 in 2021 in areas including automation, technology, and supply chain; Ahold Delhaize is building 
an MFC that could fulfil 15,000 orders per week; and Instacart is partnering with Fabric and Alert Innovation, with 
plans to launch 50 MFCs across the US. In April, Kroger inaugurated a 375,000 square-feet automated fulfilment 
centre in Cincinnati, Ohio. It is reportedly planning to build nine more centres across the country. 

Chinese grocery chain Missfresh, which promises lightning-fast deliveries of grocery and convenience goods, uses a 
distributed mini warehouse (DMW) business model and a network of MFCs that enables it to cater to the growing 
demand for faster deliveries. 

An Era of Partnerships 

 
The retail industry is also increasingly leveraging a network of partnerships to stay agile and relevant for today’s 
customers. 

Vertical mashups amongst retailers, manufacturers, delivery companies and online platforms in the industry are on 
the rise and online retailers are transforming into advertising platforms. 

Retail media networks are growing – brands are estimated14 to have spent at least US$5 billion on retail media in 
2020. Amazon has now become one of the leading advertising players with a US$20-billion-plus advertising 
business, and several other players are vying for the retail advertising model including Kroger, Walmart, and target. 

In China, anticipated data privacy regulation15 could drive Western players to seek out new partnerships.  The 
avalanche of these changes promises a future that will be marked by an era of acquisition, collaboration, and 
innovation. 

 

 
11. Micro-Fulfillment Centers Bring the Supply Chain to the Consumer, SupplyChain247, January 12, 2021 
12. Five Companies Leading the Way in Micro-Fulfillment Center Technology, New York Engineers, June 17, 2021 
13. Walmart forecasts global e-commerce sales to reach $200B in coming years, SPGlobal, February 18, 2021 
14. Retail Media Solutions Build A New, Profitable Revenue Stream For Retailers, Forrester, Aug 30, 2021 
15. China's new privacy law leaves U.S. behind, Axios, Nov 23, 2021 
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