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The cause of such problems  
invariably falls at the feet of digital  
and the havoc it is creating within  
the industry, as the business models  
of established retailers crumble under 
the pressure of an increasing amount  
of sales transferring online.

But it does not necessarily need 
to be this way, because there are 
many retailers who are adapting to 
the changing market dynamics and 
transforming their businesses in  
order to take advantage of the digital 
revolution, rather than becoming a  
victim of its undoubted impact. 

This report has been created to  
highlight some of those organisations, 
and individuals within them, that have 
taken the decision to be proactive in  
this new world of retail. We have 
selected a batch of retailers who we 
believe are ‘champions’ of what we  
could call the ‘digital transformation’.

To make things interesting, we have 
selected a variety of retailers from 
established traditional retailers through 
to newer pure-plays. But what unites 
them is their decision to not stand still. 
They have devised strategies for creating 
platforms that enable them to not only 
compete in today’s transformational 
market but involves them putting in 
place an infrastructure that enables 
constant change.

They have all realised that to compete 
effectively in this digitally-powered 
environment requires flexible models 
that can easily adapt to changing 
circumstances. Each of these champions 
gives some great insights into their 
thinking around this area as they  
navigate through what are turbulent  
but exciting times.

I would like to thank each of these 
distinguished thinkers and executors for 
contributing their valuable insights and 
for highlighting that retail has a bright 
future for progressive operators. It is 
also a very big thanks to Software AG 
for their support of this report, which 
we hope will provide readers with much 
food for thought. 

Glynn Davis  
Retail Insider | @GlynnDavis
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The most obvious conclusion to be drawn from studying the retail 
sector is that it has myriad challenges. Hardly a day goes by without 
news of store closures, administrators being called in, profits warnings, 
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JAMES SPENCER  
CIO, Lovehoney 

James is responsible for Technology and 
IT at Lovehoney and is a member of the 
directors group who are responsible 
for setting and executing the strategic 
direction of the business.  He has been 
with Lovehoney since January 2018 
having previously undertaken similar 
roles for Claire’s accessories, Value 
Retail (Bicester village and its nine global 
shopping villages) and Gocompare.com. 
James’s background has been highly 
focused on driving competitive edge 
and increased revenue streams through 
innovation, IT and digital transformation 
strategy and delivery of this to support 
business strategy.

PAUL HORNBY  
Director of e-commerce, Matalan 

Paul joined Matalan in February 2018 with 
responsibility for driving the company’s 
online presence and internal capability, 
with full ownership of the e-commerce 
P&L. He is focused on driving innovation 
and adopting new technologies that will 
give Matalan a competitive advantage. 
Paul is the key figurehead for the digital 
aspects of its multi-channel business, 
driving board-level engagement for all 
future digital strategies as well as ensuring 
commitment across the whole Business. 
He previously spent 12 years at Shop 
Direct where he was latterly head of its 
digital transformation and prior to that 
head of e-commerce.

PHIL GEARY  
Chief marketing officer,  
The Entertainer 

Phil joined The Entertainer board in July 
2014 to drive the business’s multichannel 
activities.  With customer experience at 
the forefront, he has chaired a number 
of cross functional projects to continue 
to improve in-store experience and has 
overseen the re-launch of the company’s 
website TheToyShop.com, which has 
enjoyed three-fold sales growth since he 
joined. Phil spent a total of 14 years at 
Holland & Barrett International where 
he joined the board in 2003 as marketing 
director and later became trading 
director responsible for the brands UK 
buying & merchandising activities. He also 
led the digital transformation programme 
throughout this period across the group.
boards of both Wolseley and Cimpress. 

ANTHONY FLETCHER  
CEO, Graze 

Anthony cut his teeth at Innocent Drinks 
where he worked for six years moving 
variously from On-The-Go market 
manager to Innovation manager before 
beginning at healthy snack retailer Graze 
as head of marketing in 2009. In 2012 
he became its CEO and has taken the 
subscription model business into the US 
and created a FMCG brand that of Graze 
with products available in supermarkets 
and many thousands of other stores. 
Anthony led the recent sale of the 
business to Unilever in early 2019.

SEAN MCKEE  
Director of e-commerce and CX, 
Schuh 

Sean began at Schuh almost 20 years 
ago and has worked his way up from 
a regional manager to his current 
post as director of e-commerce and 
CX. His remit is to drive the strategy, 
operation and performance of Schuh’s 
online and CX proposition where he 
has responsibility for digital marketing, 
editorial, site optimisation, digital 
merchandising, analytics and the  
efficient running of Schuh’s contact 
centre operation. 

ANGUS THIRLWELL  
CEO, Hotel Chocolat 

Angus co-founded Hotel Chocolat in 
2004 and has been overseeing its  
vertical integration ever since. In 2006  
the company bought its own cocoa 
plantation in Saint Lucia and under his 
stewardship now counts a hotel, cafes and 
restaurants as well as numerous shops 
among its holdings. Angus has positioned 
the company as an ethical as well as luxury 
brand and strives for constant innovation 
whether in the testing labs where the 
results are judged by the 55,000-plus 
members of the Hotel Chocolat tasting 
club via its monthly subscription boxes or 
in issuing chocolate bonds. 

DOUG GARDNER  
CIO, River Island 

Doug has been the CIO at River Island 
for nearly eight years and in that time 
he has delivered new customer facing 
digital platforms like web and mobile 
and innovated on new store platforms 
that have connected shops to the 
overall customer experience in order 
to drive sales. Prior to River Island he 
spent more than a decade with French 
Connection as the IT director where he 
oversaw the digital transformation of the 
business. Doug also had a long tenure as 
operations director at Sally Beauty. 

LAURENT OSTIZ  
Chief Data Officer, ADEO

Coming from a computer engineering 
background, Laurent’s atypical career 
reflects both intellectual curiosity, and an 
ability to take action. He has experiences 
in research, consulting, entrepreneurship, 
innovation, enterprise architecture and 
management of operational teams, with 
a recognised know-how in the strategic 
management of information systems. 
Entering his 11th year of tenure at 
ADEO, Laurent has worked his way up 
through Enterprise Architecture roles, 
has acted as the Group Director for 
Information Services, and now holds  
the role of Chief Data Officer. Laurent 
places information technology at the 
heart of development of the company, 
both as a base of performance and a 
vector of innovation.

DIGITAL  
CHAMPIONS 
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 PHIL GEARY  
CHIEF MARKETING OFFICER 
THE ENTERTAINER

1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 We started seven years ago when the digital transformation  
 for us was about payment, pick-up, and delivery options 
 How to implement cheaper and quicker options? The 
 challenge is to do it profitably. One of the key areas has 
 been the Click & Collect process that we’ve had for five 
 years (it’s pick-up in-store in 30 minutes). When an order 
 comes in a buzzer goes off in-store and they have to pick and 
 pack the item. In toys this is a challenge because goods come 
 as a store assortment. We unload them, give them individual 
 barcodes, and then we can sell them online. This shows a 
 digital transformation can be quite manual. Behind 30-minute 
 C&C there are hamsters in the wheel.

 When you get to store level then our Westfield site will have 
 magic mirrors that have some data capture and AI capability 
 and there is a gaming projector as well as digital screens 
 linked to head office. This kind of thing works at this store 
 but not necessarily in Coventry. We try and do the digital 
 transformation and also make money whereas this is a void 
 for many other retailers. 

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 Upfront investment and the projecting of profits - there has 
 to be a sound business model behind it. Visibility of stock is 
 a major challenge for retailers but we’re confident and we 
 pick from our store stock file in-store for fulfilling C&C 
 orders. This is brave but the fail rate is less than 2% so we 
 believe we’ve got to do it. 

 Bricks and mortar is 80% of our sales so although 
 fundamentally the experience will have a digital focus a smile 
 and saying hello are still very much needed. We let children 
 play with toys and burn through the batteries. For others 
 who just compete on price it’s a race to the bottom but   
 we’re not in this game. That’s the challenge. 

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 Between September and December we generate 70% of our  
 annual sales but if we could capture birthday dates then we   
 could have 365 Christmas Day’s a year. We’ve got a Birthday  

 Club and we collect data but not enough. The customer goes  
 in and out quickly in terms of types of toys they play with so  
 we need to be agile with the data and to keep it age relevant. 
 In-store we do not chase-up email addresses because we do  
 not want to ask customers 20 questions. But we do need to  
 better link online and the stores.

4. What would be your key recommendation to   
 others on the journey?

 We’ve tried to fail fast and to not hang around when it is not 
 working. I’d also suggest working closely with your partners 
 – on things like payments, pick-up, and delivery – to ensure 
 they help fund the implementation. Make sure you have a 
 robust business case when investing in technology as it 
 changes the road map – and for many retailers this will be 
 a 10-year road map. Often IT departments will look for the 
 cheapest option but I’d want to ask who has used the 
 solution before and how has it performed? We always look 
 for the best in the market. You also need to have a digital 
 transformation owner in order to ensure there is the 
 business-as-usual bit and the transformation bit, which does 
 not sit on the road map. In our business this is my role and 
 I’ve people then doing the execution.

5. Does a transformation need the initiation  
 of new KPIs in the business? 

 We allocate costs appropriately and so with having web   
 generated orders and store generated orders we will go 
 through them end-to-end and then apportion accordingly. 
 We’ll take C&C in isolation and allocate all the costs to it as 
 we don’t want to be sending a £1 product from the 
 warehouse to the shop. All products have to go through an 
 algorithm of profitability. If we have products that only sell in 
 small numbers then we could take it off the list but what 
 if they start a full basket. We do not hold onto a massive 
 tail of stock but all items have to go through the algorithm 
 of profitability. This drives our KPIs. The reality is that this is 
 a very open industry where people know what you paid for 
 products and if you are selling them profitably.

6. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams?

 You need to have executive sponsors of the transformation   
 and ideally divide these two efforts. Transformations mean   
 more investment and the talent pool is not infinite for doing  
 new initiatives. It’s not quite data scientists that are needed,   
 it’s the people who’ve seen and done it all before. They can   
 help us avoid the pitfalls. I often see some great technology   
 solutions but nobody is actually using them. Suppliers say   
 they’ll partner with you but building a tool is one thing - it’s  
 the integration that’s the issue. When you turn a new thing   
 on it then often turns something else off.

7. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre? 

 People are a challenge and in IT the talent needs to be 
 far more commercial. It’s not about coding, it’s more 
 about the commercial implications of what people do. The   
 IT transformation is about commerciality and it’s hard to 
 find people. What helps is that as a founder-owned 
 business we talk about profits and not sales. Everybody is 
 profit incentivised and so there is huge engagement. Other 
 retailers talk about profits on the board and then talk to the 
 teams about sales. We have an eye on the profit across all 
 the business.

 People still do not look at IT as a profit centre. On the P&L 
 it is a cost and not a profit as it involves spending money. 
 But when you reference success then the digital 
 transformation [and IT] will fall into this. There is no doubt 
 it was previously seen as a necessary evil when you were 
 spending £10 million on a new ERP! We re-platformed last 
 year onto a new version of Hybris and it delivered massive 
 improvements including the conversion rates going up.    

8. Does working with other parties play an 
 increasingly important role today and how 
 do you see the ever broader retail ‘ecosystem’ 
 evolving for your organisation? 

 We work with the likes of Amazon Pay, Doddle, My 
 Hermes and Metapack. We ensure that we have full visibility 
 of the data. We would not work with them if they were not 
 integrated with us in order to give us the visibility. When we 
 re-platformed we dropped some suppliers out and we’d 
 ideally work with Hybris and its partners. We’re currently 
 looking at a new replenishment system, which from a digital   
 transformation perspective will be huge. 

9. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 Invest in the right tools – including Google Analytics 360 
 We’ve also built-out our internal profitability matrix that 
 works on product by channel. If you give people the tools   
 then you can empower them to make decisions. Sometimes  
 it’s about letting go, which is difficult to do when money is 
 involved. We put checks and balances in but we believe 
 people should make decisions. We’ve got lots of data 
 including purchase history and browsing behaviour – and 
 you can feed this to customers for [generating] cross 
 purchases but with toys it’s very brand specific. 

10. What does success look like when there is  
 no end-game (to this end how do you deal  
 with ongoing innovation)? 

 There are more pick-up options, delivery options and 
 payment options and they will continue to evolve and so it’s  
 about continual improvements. It’s about marginal gains stuff.  
 We’ll not chase sales, for us it’s about chasing profits. When 
 retailers hit the buffers then it’s about putting on 
 promotions but we’ll not make these rash decisions. We   
 don’t want to be leading edge but we want to jump on the   
 winners as quick as we can. We’ve re-platformed, employed   
 different marketing agencies, and a conversion optimisation   
 agency, and now it’s all about squeezing out the gains. 
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1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 I’ve always seen it as the digital evolution of culture,  
 process and technology to increase speed-to-market  
 and unlock value quicker.

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 Sticking with the culture, process and technology themes I   
 mentioned previously, I’d say the main challenges are:

 a) From a business perspective, winning the hearts and minds 
 of an organisation and helping them understand why digital 
 transformation is important (or sometimes critical). Also 
 taking the wider organisation on the journey and helping 
 them feel part of it even if they do not identify themselves as  
 a digital native.

 b) Amending/improving/challenging processes that have 
 been in existence for years and technically “do the job” 
 right now, but do not necessarily allow the speed or  
 flexibility required to seize the opportunities of tomorrow. 
 Transforming processes that govern how an organisation 
 prioritises its capital expenditure can be particularly   
 challenging.

 c) Legacy technology stacks are often a collection of 
 monolithic applications managing many complex capabilities 
 creating a significant roadblock to digital transformation. On 
 top of this it’s not uncommon for organisations to focus 
 on cost and stability, leading to an outsource culture which 
 minimises in-house technical expertise and slows the rate 
 of change. Managing this dynamic and evolving your tech 
 stack (and in-house skillset) can be a challenging and tricky 
 balance to achieve.

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 We live in an expectation economy that means our 
 customers always expect more from us. Therefore the rate 
 of change needs to accelerate to keep up and stay ahead 
 of those expectations.

 Successful digital transformations should create a lean 
 value chain, allowing organisations to unlock value quicker 
 by prioritising more efficiently and breaking initiatives into 
 small digestible chunks. These smaller up-front initiatives can 
 be tested prior to significant investment being made, 
 increasing the rate of change and also minimising the  
 amount of risky big bets an organisation has to take.

 Delivering a true digital transformation should also increase 
 the level of transparency around the organisation, helping 
 colleagues understand what changes are being made and 
 why. This also paints a more accurate and believable 
 direction of travel, making sure that everyone is focused  
 on a common goal.

4. What would be your key recommendation  
 to others on the journey? 

 Dedicate talented resource to digital transformation, and 
 ensure you have got executive level backing to make it a 
 success. It’s extremely hard work and will not be a success if 
 it’s done from the sidelines. It will require a level of 
 investment and challenge to the status quo that will require 
 full Board backing.

 As well as ensuring you’ve got the backing of the Board, 
 you also need to paint a realistic vision of the future as early 
 as possible, along with how it will positively impact the lives 
 of your customers and your colleagues. Ensuring you are able  
 to motivate the business and take them on the journey  
 with you.

5. Does a transformation need the initiation  
 of new KPIs in the business? 

 It depends on how big/deep/wide you want your 
 transformation to go. If you’re looking to transform  
 your entire organisation it’s best to separate your change 
 agents from the delivery of the day-to-day, creating  
 specific transformation targets and KPIs to keep track  
 of the progress.

6. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams?

 Again, it depends on your scale and appetite. Some 
 organisations choose to swallow the elephant in one go, 
 transforming their entire organisation in one hit by creating 
 a Digital Transformation Team that is separate from the 
 day-to-day running of the business. That is a brave approach, 
 but in my experience it’s difficult to do well because the 
 Transformation Team can end up commentating from the 
 sidelines whilst the business is running as normal.

 Others tackle it in more of a piecemeal approach by  
 starting with areas across the organisation that are the most  
 prepared for change and will benefit the most from digital 
 transformation. I’m personally a fan of the latter approach 
 as it allows you to maintain a sharp level of focus and also   
 get a balance between delivering short-term value whilst   
 evolving your ways or working and underlying technology.

7. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre? 

 Digital transformation can happen everywhere in an 
 organisation, but I’m still a believer that it’s most applicable 
 in the areas that drive technology change. In these areas 
 organisations should be aiming to create cross-functional 
 teams who have mastery, autonomy and purpose over a 
 business area, unlocking value quickly and driving forward 
 towards a desired goal.

 It’s critically important that this journey is travelled in 
 conjunction with IT (and some IT colleagues may in fact be 
 part of the cross-functional teams I mentioned earlier), 
 as you are likely to want/need to evolve your architectural 
 approach, development and testing processes as well as 
 areas such as release management.

8. Does working with other parties play an 
 increasingly important role today and how 
 do you see the ever broader retail ‘ecosystem’ 
 evolving for your organisation? 

 Most organisations will require some form of support at 
 some stage on this journey, but it’s important they remain in 
 the driving seat. Organisations need to create a core of 
 internal people who drive this forward and then call upon 
 external support to augment their own team and bring the 
 skills they are missing, rather than having an external 
 presence locked in a dark room transforming your business 
 with minimal context.

9. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 I’m a big fan of the concept of “hill climbing”, where you give 
 your team a top-level goal such as “increasing conversion by 
 x%” or “increasing average order value by y%”, and it is their 
 job to analyse the qualitative and quantitative data available 
 and produce a backlog of hypotheses which may help move 
 those KPIs. In short you tell the team where you want to 
 be and not how you’re going to get there. It’s important to 
 empower the team to use the data at their disposal to 
 create their own path. 

10. What does success look like when there is  
 no end-game (to this end how do you deal  
 with ongoing innovation)? 

 A digital transformation is never finished, but it’s important 
 to set milestones at key horizons so that we can measure 
 your own progress and celebrate success. More importantly 
 you should be able to see tangible commercial benefits from 
 your efforts, which will give the confidence that you’re   
 moving in the right direction!

 PAUL HORNBY  
DIRECTOR OF E-COMMERCE 
MATALAN



24

1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 Changing the organisation so that it is positioned to take   
 advantage of technology.

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 It is a change in systems, people and processes where the 
 majority of people involved are not familiar with the new 
 way of working.

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 Technology is the most consistent source of potential   
 change across all business sectors.

4. What would be your key recommendation to   
 others on the journey? 

 Get people who truly understand how to operate in the new  
 world. Partner them with individuals who understand how   
 the current organisation works.

5. Does a transformation need the initiation  
 of new KPIs in the business? 

 Can’t imagine a transformation that won’t produce the   
 opportunity for new KPIs at some level or a business that  
 doesn’t think that it can accelerate the change without the   
 right top level focus through objectives. 

6. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams?

 It is situational. I think though that the way to start is a 
 combination of executive understanding and being able 
 to trial various initiatives in a separate way that respects 
 approaches such as MVP (minimal viable product) or agile. 

7. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre?  

 There is no correct answer for this one! Though the  
 model of having a CDO (chief digital officer) who takes 
 responsibility for changes that are likely to be responsible 
 for changes which cut across the organisation seems to be 
 winning out. 

8. Does working with other parties play an 
 increasingly important role today and how 
 do you see the ever broader retail ‘ecosystem’ 
 evolving for your organisation? 

 Partnering is a valid strategy which can save time and the 
 inevitable mistakes. This is especially important as there are 
 a great deal of myths and misconceptions in the market and 
 execution for many ventures is far from guaranteed. Though  
 I think the market still often underestimates this. 

9. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 Democratize it! They need to be able to self serve the data 
 to do their job. This should include being able to cut, query 
 and dig into it based on their needs and curiosity. 

10. What does success look like when there is  
 no end-game (to this end how do you deal  
 with ongoing innovation)? 

 Being able to make the right bets at the right time, incubate 
 them away from the core, and don’t risk the house unless   
 you have to!

1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 Truly making digital the centre of things rather than just   
 saying it. It’s a bit of a wa**y title, which is easy to misuse. 

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 Calibre of talent available to think it through and then make  
 it happen, whilst being capable of steering it in a non straight  
 line if that is best.

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 Survival. 

4. What would be your key recommendation to   
 others on the journey? 

 Needs to be maintained at board level all the way through   
 and then stay there. 

5. Does a transformation need the initiation  
 of new KPIs in the business? 

 Shouldn’t need them but if so then less is more. 

6. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams?

 Haha, you have to do both. Exercise judgement and balance. 

7. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre?  

 A strong customer-obsessed culture is key and with an   
 appetite for constant improvement. IT is often a catch-all, 
 which covers business hygiene aspects as well as strategic   
 projects. We are dividing them. 

8. Does working with other parties play an 
 increasingly important role today and how 
 do you see the ever broader retail ‘ecosystem’ 
 evolving for your organisation? 

 Outward looking is essential and a role for true specialists.   
 I’m not a fan of subbing it all out to a consultancy though. 

9. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 Employ bright and curious people.

10. What does success look like when there is  
 no end-game (to this end how do you deal  
 with ongoing innovation)? 

 Staying relevant and ahead as a brand in all respects. 

ANGUS THIRLWELL  
CEO, HOTEL CHOCOLAT

ANTHONY FLETCHER  
CEO, GRAZE
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LAURENT OSTIZ   
DIGITAL LEADER, ADEO

1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 That’s a broad question! I think a digital transformation is 
 first and foremost a human transformation. It is a behaviour 
 shift towards new ways of working together, solving 
 problems, talking to customers, doing marketing, building 
 technology solutions, measuring business performance,   
 managing people, attracting talented people, etcetera.

 Information technology has set the ground for new “way 
 of working” to emerge in start-up and digital first companies. 
 It does not always mean using technologies (for example, 
 Agile philosophy can be applied in non-tech domains). 
 Starting a Digital Transformation journey means grabbing the 
 best of those new “ways of working” and making them -   
 when it’s useful - the new standard behaviour of the company.

 By the way, a digital transformation is not reshaping a 
 company into a tech company. To me, it is more a question of 
 symbiosis between the best of legacy business expertise 
 smartly combined with the best of digital business evolutions.

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 To me, the major challenge is to make a DAKI (Drop, Add, 
 Keep, Improve) retrospective of company behaviour and 
 culture, routine and beliefs, for all its lines of business. First, 
 making this retrospective based on our internal processes 
 Then taking the eyes of our customers/partners and making 
 this retrospective for the product/services we deliver. The 
 challenge to me is to transform what is necessary and what 
 is useful given a global business strategy. We also need to 
 agree on this review before starting anything else. It’s key 
 so that everybody pushes in the same direction, for the same  
 reasons. This alignment is very important. 

 Copy/paste of ready-made solutions is counter-productive, 
 inefficient and can confuse people. Depending on the 
 company culture, it may be harder to drop things, add things 
 or improve things. If people don’t understand why a change is 
 being made, what will change for them, what they will lose, 
 and what they will benefit from the transformation, then 
 there is no chance to make the transformation work. It’s the 
 basic of any transformation, however regularly overlooked, 
 and at the same time the major challenge.

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 Obviously to survive as a sustainable and profitable business!  
 Behind the curtain, it means:

 Being relevant to our customers/employees/partners by the 
 way we operate, by what we provide as product or service, 
 by how we have a positive impact on the world, and gaining 
 flexibility and speed to surf evolutions of the market context 
 as well as answering customer/employees/partners needs  
 and expectations.

 Attracting young talented people, with another vision of 
 the business and expectations from the company that they   
 work for.

4. What would be your key recommendation to   
 others on the journey? 

 Firstly, focus on people initially, not technologies.

 Secondly,  Avoid copy/paste of what others are doing: each 
 problem has a specific solution. Amazon’s problems are not 
 your problems. Take inspiration, of course, but create your 
 own journey. There is no recipe of Digital Transformation.   
 Don’t expect that. Be an artist! Create your own!

 Thirdly, solve problems first, improve things second, then 
 add new things. It’s more like home improvement.

 Lastly, put a lot of energy on executing the transformation 
 plan: publishing a strategic note or organising some trainings 
 does not work at all. Since it is first and foremost a question 
 of making people think and do differently it will take time, 
 and need many different initiatives to succeed. It’s a complex 
 problem and you will need to plan for things to emerge. It’s 
 more being like a farmer with crops than being an engineer 
 with mechanics! 

5. Does a transformation need the initiation  
 of new KPIs in the business? 

 Absolutely. Since we only improve and manage what we 
 measure, it’s key to the transformation. It’s also an excellent 
 tool to orient people’s attention and energy in another 
 direction, in line with the digital transformation. Those KPI 
 need to be business specific. Take inspiration, but create your 
 own set, suitable to your business and understandable to   
 your people. 

6. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams?

 Depends on the health of the business and the perspective 
 of the existing business. If your existing business is still 
 relevant, take time to optimise it. You will then generate cash 
 flow to fund innovation, take risks, and test new things in 
 order to generate new revenue streams without fear.

 If your existing business is no more relevant, having been 
 disrupted, then disrupt yourself! Stop parts of the existing 
 business and reallocate your investments to generate new   
 revenue streams as soon as possible.

7. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre?  

 Autonomy and Collaboration (team spirit) are key culture   
 and mindset success factors. IT is also the business. There 
 is no more the business on one side and the IT on another 
 Probably the most challenging culture shift is this new 
 collaboration mindset between business and IT. It means  
 that everybody is part of a digital line of business. IT is a  
 core part of every activity, and the ultimate step could be  
 to stop measuring the IT costs, but to include them in the   
 business budgets.

8. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 Firstly, broad data literacy training.

 Secondly, making the data available (search engine, self-service 
 data, quality KPI, business description, data lineage) and make 
 it easy to use, through dedicated tools or APIs.

 Thirdly, make the business use case a starting point of any 
 data initiative. This means focusing on business problems or 
 opportunities, not data for the sake of data science.
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DOUG GARDNER  
CIO, RIVER ISLAND

1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 We’re not a digital native as a company. We were founded in 
 1946 and have a long history of bricks and mortar compared 
 to the pure-plays who were born in the digital era. The 
 world has changed and the biggest thing is the changing face 
 of the customer. Their world is digital. People’s expectations 
 of interactions are different. Digital transformation is not 
 about moving your business from the high street to a 
 website. It’s about the world around the business changing. 
 It’s a new business model, technology, and way of working. 

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 It’s the magnitude of the change that is the challenge. It’s not 
 about a fancy app. It’s about fundamental change in the 
 way you work and the underlying technology. It’s impacting 
 everybody in technology and the rest of the business. To be 
 effective it’s not about replacing the website, it’s about the 
 end-to-end change that needs making. 

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 The big opportunity comes from the fact that you cannot 
 survive unless you do something. If you are unwilling to 
 change then you will not survive. Those that do change have 
 an opportunity. The high street is being decimated from an 
 inability [of some companies] to transform. You want to reach 
 a position of having the ability to continuously transform 
 as the lifecycle of something is very short today. Unless your 
 business is set up to do something about this then you’ll  
 fade away. 

4. What would be your key recommendation to   
 others on the journey? 

 To undertake organisational root and branch change. And 
 for this to happen you need to get senior executive buy-in. 
 You need to educate the CEO and COO about why you 
 need to change and what the business needs to look like. You 
 cannot do a digital transformation in isolation. You need to 
 sell the idea and get sponsorship. 

5. Does a transformation need the initiation  
 of new KPIs in the business? 

 Generally the store environment has been about sales 
 per sq ft but now you need to look at it as an omni-channel 
 environment – across digital, stores, and social impressions 
 For example, we’ve many stores and one has terrible store 
 stats but the impact of the store on the overall business has 
 been positive – in terms of it having lots of interactions with 
 customers through click & collect and returns as well 
 as positive impressions on the brand. KPIs and metrics are 
 changing from traditional because the eco-system is much 
 wider. Measures of success are therefore very different. 

6. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams? 

 It’s a balance between how you allocate resources – for 
 strategic change versus short-term changes of the existing 
 business. It’s more difficult as you are allocating budgets 
 for fundamental changes but you can’t ignore the part that 
 keeps the lights on. You have to be very focused on the new 
 investment generating new revenues. We’ve reached a tipping 
 point where we can now get these returns quicker [from our 
 agile infrastructure].

7. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre?  

 The directors have realised how important technology is to 
 our business. It was seen as a cost centre but now the 
 mindset has changed to recognise how fundamental it is 
 to the business. It’s a strategic advantage and the ability to 
 get a greater share of investment has changed. We’ve moved 
 away from ERP systems to now having open technology with 
 shorter lifecycles. We can iterate, test and fail at low cost. 
 The old system was high cost and we were locked in but 
 now we plug in small components and test them. We’ve built 
 an agile architecture that has opened us up to new ways  
 of thinking. 

8. Does working with other parties play an 
 increasingly important role today and how 
 do you see the ever broader retail ‘ecosystem’ 
 evolving for your organisation? 

 We’ve built a system that gives us the ability to plug  
 components in and expose our data. We can go to providers 
 of AI, analytics, replenishment and allocation solutions and 
 open up APIs and get started really quickly. With our old 
 ERP we could not work with fast moving third-parties.  
 It was impossible. We now use microservices and an agile 
 architecture having ripped out everything. This has allowed us 
 to do everything differently.  

9. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 We’re moving there – from reports with long lead times to 
 democratising data. We’re building out the foundations to 
 the teams in merchandising, e-commerce and marketing so 
 they can build their own insights. We are pushing everybody 
 in the business to move from the old reporting culture to 
 one of insights where the teams can ask questions every day.

10. What does success look like when there is  
 no end-game (to this end how do you deal  
 with ongoing innovation)? 

 You never stop transforming. It’s about agility and changing at 
 pace to deliver value to the customer. We can move at a 
 greater pace and we have an in-built ability to change. We 
 are instilling the thought into people that the transformation 
 is never done and that there is continuous iteration. Being 
 able to always change is a huge advantage and is the only way  
 to survive.
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1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 It’s the process of making a significant step-change in an 
 organisation’s digital solutions and systems that address 
 future business requirements, and supports and underpins 
 the long term business strategy from an IT and Digital 
 perspective. It’s the core foundations upon which any 
 organisation can springboard from to deliver change,  
 business innovation, and services to customers using best-of- 
 breed digital solutions.

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 If you have an ageing suite of business and digital systems 
 it’s highly likely these have been designed in isolation and 
 been incrementally added to without thought and design 
 from a holistic big picture perspective. This makes replacing 
 them very complex and tough as there will be complicated 
 dependencies in systems that maybe unknown to you until 
 you start digging into it in more detail, especially as most 
 companies don’t have these documented effectively.

 Also, any change in an organisation is tough, you have to take 
 your staff on this journey with you and communication is 
 key. People can be scared of change which can cause 
 you issues unless you manage it correctly. You also have the 
 decision of how you deliver this change, i.e. do you resource 
 this internally or get a supplier to deliver the change, or even 
 a hybrid of both. Getting the balance right, keeping your staff 
 happy and motivated, and delivering the system components 
 without breaking your current systems is also a key challenge. 

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 Address the areas that are restricting your business 
 progression, remove these compromises and restrictions. 
 Once they have been removed it’s then a challenge to 
 work out what you address in priority order that supports 
 adding value and ROI. Working out which priorities are 
 key as different parts of the business will have ideas on 
 what parts will add most value from any transformation 
 programme. A transformation programme also provides staff 
 with an opportunity to retrain and upskill, which in essence 
 can support your learning and development programme 
 and help to secure key staff by providing new and modern   
 challenges in their roles.

4. What would be your key recommendation to   
 others on the journey? 

- Create a small steering group. Too big a group and it could   
 lead to issues in making decisions.

- Define what success looks like and define the KPIs you want  
 to hit through this project.

- Decide on a business/commercial owner for the project   
 up front. It’s a business programme of change, which includes  
 technical/IT transformation and not a solely IT project.

- Define the key roles and responsibilities of staff.

- Prioritise your requirements using a MoSCOW (Must-  
 haves, Should-haves, Could-haves and Won’t-and-Would-  
 haves) approach so you ensure you deliver all your “Musts” 
 and you know what is most important to the business to   
 deliver.

- Document all your current systems because if they are not   
 documented then this makes the transition of transformation  
 much easier.

- In terms of budget and timescale ensure you add a buffer of  
 approx 30%-plus. These projects always take longer and cost  
 more than expected.

5. Does a transformation need the initiation  
 of new KPIs in the business? 

 Yes. As part of the project you should define what success 
 looks like and what KPIs you are aiming for. You should then 
 benchmark these, and then post transformation you should 
 re-test to ensure you have met them. A transformation 
 programme brings business process change so updated 
 KPIs on project elements and business operation approach 
 are needed.

6. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams? 

 Split resources between Business As Usual (BAU) and  
 new world projects to keep on adding quick wins to the   
 current systems and projects whilst also having dedicated 
 ring-fenced resource and objectives for the new world. You 
 have to keep the lights on and meet your tactical objectives 
 while you aim for future success on strategic plans and 
 objectives and both must be addressed. Ensure you don’t 
 invest in projects which require significant change to existing 
 projects and systems if they will become obsolete as part  
 of any transformation programme.

7. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre?  

 Yes. Ultimately without the right systems (digital, ERP, 
 and e-commerce platforms), and the associated structures, 
 processes etcetera businesses cannot achieve their KPIs and 
 business goals. IT and digital platforms underpin a successful 
 business. With this comes the need for IT and digital to 
 be integrated and collaborate successfully within a business. 
 Modern IT departments need to work closely with the 
 business on an integrated strategy where technology 
 underpins the business and communicates and collaborates 
 to ensure the smooth integration of processes. When this 
 alignment is in place IT provides the underpinnings for   
 a profit centre, but that cohesion needs to be in place as 
 otherwise it remains only an overhead/cost centre.

8. Does working with other parties play an 
 increasingly important role today and how 
 do you see the ever broader retail ‘ecosystem’ 
 evolving for your organisation? 

 Lovehoney only sells online, so we don’t have high street 
 considerations, however we are focusing more on strategies 
 to make shopping with us simpler for our customers from 
 a checkout, payment, user experience, delivery, and pick-up 
 options perspective. Ultimately you need to never stop 
 making it simple for customers to buy from you. Also 
 ensure that you continually look at how you can improve 
 your customer service offering. 

9. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 The best companies have structured centralised strategic 
 data pools that makes them data-centric and data-led. Ensure 
 you understand what each department needs from a data 
 perspective and when they need this information in order 
 to make decisions; and then provide this in an easy to use, 
 self service, dynamic solution. Ensure you promote the use 
 of data, make sure it is centralised and ensure you listen 
 to staff on what data they need. Insight and data should drive 
 decision making across all departments.

10. What does success look like when there is  
 no end-game (to this end how do you deal  
 with ongoing innovation)? 

 Continual assessment of the marketplace, continually 
 speaking to your customers to ensure you know what 
 they want and how you can support that. It’s a continual 
 improvement and never stops. Success looks like continual 
 progression, continually satisfied customers (positive reviews 
 etcetera) and continual improvement in your customer care 
 offering. Far too many businesses just do the bare minimum 
 for customer care and post-purchase support. This must be 
 at the heart of everything you do. If you are selling the right 
 products to the right people at the right time and provide an 
 excellent service then you will continue to move forward and 
 achieve your goals.

JAMES SPENCER  
CIO, LOVEHONEY
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1. How would you define a digital transformation? 

 It is moving an organisation from present state to future   
 state where the digital elements are embedded, defined and 
 benchmarked. It’s different for different organisations. We’d 
 never actually use the Digital Transformation term as it has 
 shades of corporate about it. It’s maybe needed more for 
 large, monolithic companies.

2. What are the major challenges faced? 

 There are a few. Resources are one - you need to be fully 
 resourced. The skill-sets is another - you need to be fully 
 equipped. This could be internal or external. Then there is 
 the culture - as you need to bring along the people. What 
 does it mean to them? This might well be the biggest 
 challenge. You also need to recognise the problem you have 
 and that it needs a transformation. If it is not broken then 
 you have to disrupt yourself.

3. What are the biggest opportunities? 

 To improve efficiency and performance as well as achieve 
 top and bottom line benefits. The system should get leaner 
 over time. 

4. What would be your key recommendation  
 to others on the journey and does a    
 transformation need the initiation of new  
 KPIs in the business?

 The key thing you need to recognise is - don’t forget the 
 KPI’s. You need the right ones, to report them and to also 
 share them. We should be acting more to drive customers 
 into our physical store estate - through the likes of click & 
 collect - so we’re happy to have a metric of success around a  
 customer visit to a store and not necessarily one that relates  
 to a basket.

5. How would you advise retailers to divide   
 their efforts between projects that optimise   
 the existing business versus those that offer the  
 opportunity to generate new revenue streams? 

 The easy way is to look at operating income and which 
 projects will deliver the best outcome on immediate 
 profitability. Focus on the ones that get this quickly. We all 
 look for low hanging fruit so if there is a new revenue stream 
 and you can flick an ‘on’ switch to it then you should go for it.

6. What structures/platforms need to be put  
 in place in terms of culture, mindset and   
 employee hierarchy, and are you finding a   
 changing attitude to IT – from it being a   
 necessary evil and a cost centre to now  
 being seen as a profit centre?  

 Internally we have seen no change to IT. Established systems 
 have been very much built around helping the business. It’s 
 not being seen as the devil, but it’s still a cost centre. We 
 reflect each technology project as appropriate on the P&L. 
 We see it as productive work - where some of it flies and 
 some does not so much. 

7. Does working with other parties play an 
 increasingly important role today and how 
 do you see the ever broader retail ‘ecosystem’ 
 evolving for your organisation? 

 It depends on what parts of the business. E-commerce 
 is definitely third-party friendly and so we work with other 
 parties. If we want to block bots for instance then we’d go to 
 an outside business where it’s someone’s day job. There is 
 no fat on our e-commerce function so any third-party would 
 need to more than clean its face. We also link to Klarna 
 (for payments) and send product feeds to Google 
 for instance. But we would not want to outsource our 
 merchandising. Our experience suggests our eco-system is 
 smaller than other retailers because we have an internal 
 focus first. We’re also very business case focused. I get a 
 sense that others rely more on third-parties.

8. How do you empower your teams to make the  
 best use of data? 

 Particularly within e-commerce data is part of the culture 
 We’re a team who’ve specifically recruited for the data 
 expertise - and have statisticians and astro-physicists at the 
 company. That they can capture and report on data is cultural. 
 Everything we do is empirical derived. It’s data driven. There 
 is an element of gut feel but it’s not like old school retailers.  
 We’ll do what the numbers tell us. We’ve built a development 
 programme for the team so that they understand things 
 like SEO. They do modules and at the heart of it is data.  
 It’s remarkably difficult to get people and even harder to   
 retain them. 

9. What does success look like when there is  
 no end-game (to this end how do you deal  
 with ongoing innovation)? 

 It’s about how you set the objectives and review the process 
 over time and also to have fiscal year objectives. You need to 
 be able to articulate this and highlight smaller wins along the 
 way. The e-commerce team knows the two big themes for 
 2019 and this will be refreshed for next year.

SEAN MCKEE 
DIRECTOR OF E-COMMERCE  
AND CX, SCHUH
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