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T
he emergence of online 
shopping in the early 1990s 
opened a rift between 
established physical shops 
and the new online mer-
chants. But as e-commerce 

has matured, the line between brick-
and-mortar retailers and Internet 
vendors has thinned and blurred. 
Traditionalists like Macy’s, Walmart and 
Target are emerging as major online 
vendors, with growing electronic mar-
ket share. And Amazon has crossed over 
to become a physical retailer, opening 
its first store in Seattle in November last 
year, followed by a San Diego location 
this past March, with the expectation 
of more to come. Welcome to the brave 
new world of omnichannel retailing, 
where retailers – and manufacturers 
– are pursuing multiple pathways to 
consumer engagement.

Omnichannel is the hot retailing 
buzzword of the moment, which aims 
to create a consistent customer experi-
ence and engagement across all points 
of contact: website, apps, physical store, 
social media, even phone and online 
chat interactions.

A good retailer website used to be 
like a welcome mat, a virtual store-
front designed to draw customers to 
the physical shop. Today’s successful 
website has to be much more – it should 
replicate the store itself, becoming an 
extension of the shopping experience. A 
smart site personifies a store’s lifestyle 
image as much as it represents its for-
sale products, and this applies to manu-
facturer sites as well.

Online Footprint and 
Local Presence

E-commerce is unquestionably here 
to stay. But while early doomsay-
ers were forecasting the end of 

physical stores – and many have fallen 
by the wayside – the Internet has also 
enabled local stores to compete with 
pure online merchants, and increase 
their footprint on a national scale. Done 
right, this can be a boon. Overreach, or 
get into price wars with lowball artists 
doing business as eBay merchants or 
Amazon affiliates, and you’ll simply put 
in a lot of effort for little or no gain.

The fear of losing sales to the 
Internet is absolutely valid. “When a 
customer comes into the store they 
can feel it and touch it, and the sales-

person can do the best job imaginable 
and the customer can still walk out 
the door without buying. It makes the 
salesperson feel they fell short,” says 
Jerry Kallman of Airline International 
in El Paso, TX, which also operates 
a long-running online store. “But the 
salesperson may have just educated 
the customer about what wasn’t shown 
online, and the customer goes home 
and orders online from a competitor.” 
Sadly, it’s a common-enough practice 
there’s a name for it – showrooming.

Selling online is no slam dunk. “If 
you’re selling online, you have to have 
a freight incentive to be competitive,” 
explains Kallman. “My competitors are 
giving free freight for purchases of $100 
or more. The reality is no matter how 
good your shipping deal is you’re not 
shipping for free, that cuts right into 
your margin. That’s okay when I’m sell-
ing a Rimowa that’s $900. But if I’m 
selling a Delsey that’s $149.99…”

This isn’t to say selling online can’t 
be profitable. “Our online business is 
approximately 20% of our overall turn-
over, and lets us sell to a wider audi-
ence,” says Andrew Marshall, owner of 
Strolling4Shoes, which operates two 
retail shops selling walking shoes and 
travel accessories in Cumbria, England.

Strolling4Shoes began selling 
through its own website a decade ago, 
but also opened up an Amazon store 
eight years ago, as one of two retail-
ers authorized to sell through amazon.
co.uk by Healthy Back Bag. While some 
might dismiss Amazon as a retail chan-
nel (including Ben Kaehler, in the fol-
lowing section), it works for Marshall. 
“It is an extremely labor intensive oper-
ation and you need to be monitoring it 

constantly, but the rewards are good. An 
Amazon store gives us huge exposure 
within the Internet. Amazon also gives 
the consumer great confidence that 
they are purchasing from a reputable 
supplier. A lot of customers purchase 
via Amazon but look at our own website 
as well,” says Marshall.

Strolling4Shoes offers a care-
fully curated experience, whether you 
encounter the shop through Amazon, 
its own website, or in the physical stores 
themselves. It’s textbook omnichannel, 
providing a uniform customer experi-
ence across the board.

Technology’s Not Just 
for the Big Dogs

Going online as an independent 
retailer, it’s impossible not to think 
of yourself as David, squaring off 

against Goliaths like Amazon, Zappos 
and eBags. But the fact that you operate 
a physical store can be advantageous.

In a world where Amazon Prime has 
conditioned online shoppers to expect 
free next-day fulfillment, tech-savvy 
physical retailers like Home Depot, 
REI, Best Buy, Target and Barnes & 
Noble are using their physical pres-
ence to fight back against online-only 
merchants. There’s a growing online 
trend for free shipping to the closest 
store, no minimum purchase required. 
Another is the ability to check inventory 
and reserve in-stock items for same-day 
pickup at your local store. In either 
scenario, the web purchase does more 
than deliver goods to the customer 
quickly and for free – it generates foot 
traffic by delivering the customer to the 
store itself.

Local pickup and  
real-time store inventory  
is gaining traction with 
big retailers.

Cont inued on page 30
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While Home Depot and Barnes & 
Noble have offered in-store pickup for 
some time, it’s still a relative novelty 
– Macy’s only just rolled this out as a 
purchase option on its site, Target cur-
rently offers this option at just 25% of 
its stores. And while you might think 
this is cutting-edge tech that takes a 

Fortune 500-size IT department to pull 
off, it’s actually quite accessible.

Visit www.worldtraveler.com, browse 
the items, click on the “Chicago Local? 
Pick up In-Store” link and it calls up a 
matrix showing which stores have the 
item, right down to available colorways. 
It’s impressively comprehensive, quick, 
and easier to use than REI or Macy’s 
sites. Even more impressive: the site is 
operated in house by Kaehler Luggage, 
a family-run business established in 
1920. These folks are very definitely old 
school.

There are dozens of people at work 
on the site, but with the exception of a 
couple of dedicated customer service 
people, site duties are shared by staff at 
all five Chicago-area stores. The site has 
allowed customers to view live inven-
tory for more than a year – and puts this 
local family chain on better than equal 
technical footing with department 
stores boasting a nationwide footprint.

Shockingly, it doesn’t take a lot of 
technical chops to run the site. “I’m a 

Luddite,” professes Ben Kaehler, gen-
eral manager. “I’ve learned on the go, 
I’m not naturally gifted when it comes 
to this stuff. With technology, it’s just 
become so much more user-friendly. 
The website, you can learn a lot just 
by doing and figuring things out. We 
administrate our own site, I can’t really 
say how many people work on it. It’s 

our whole office, from our buyer, she’s 
setting up the whole site; to our control-
ler, accounts payable. It’s kind of like a 
store, you need front-end salespeople. 
We don’t have a huge office, we do it 
with a relatively small team.”

Live inventory was an idea 
Kaehler’s father had, but at the time 
they weren’t sure it was possible. The 
back end technology is an off-the-shelf 
e-commerce engine that’s able to talk 
with their POS system. “We’ve had 
Counterpoint POS for years – when I 
came into the business in 2007 we went 
from Counterpoint DOS to a Windows-
based version,” says Kaehler. “It was 
an investment with outside develop-
ers to get the site to sync up with 
Counterpoint, but fortunately it was 
a one-time investment and it’s been 
working ever since.”

“Our goal with the site has been 
to make it into a bridge between the 
Internet and our stores. We think of it 
as one of the stores, it just operates in a 
different way. Quantitatively I can’t tell 

you it’s led to X sales. But people call 
all the time, they’re double-checking to 
see if something’s available in the store 
they saw on the site. They’re engaged 
and primed before they ever enter the 
store. People come in sometimes with 
a lot of knowledge, and a lot of times 
it’s info they got from our site. If you’re 
a reputable source of knowledge, they 
will want to engage. If we can earn their 
trust and show them other cool stuff, 
that’s what’s fun about retailing.”

The site mirrors the look and feel 
of Kaehler’s local stores. “www.world 
traveler.com becomes a salesperson that 
actually assists the stores, like a lead 
generator,” says Kaehler. “The site needs 
to be so good, a local customer who 
could buy online and save sales tax by 
buying from out of state will visit online, 
come into the store and talk with a real 
live person who’s trained and knows the 
product. It’s an opportunity to enhance 
our value as a retail operation.”

Kaehler absolutely believes in the 
value of running your own e-commerce 
site, rather than selling through a portal. 
“With Amazon, you don’t have a rela-
tionship with that customer, they have 
a relationship with Amazon,” he notes.  

Managing the 
Manufacturer Side

Consumer expectations make it 
almost unthinkable for manu-
facturers not to offer consumer-

direct sales. Done right, a brand’s site 
should be the best source of product 
info, which positions you atop search 
engine results. And that’s the best time 
to do the approach, when consumers 
land on your site. If they’re conduct-
ing research they’re thinking about the 
product, and making them hunt and 
click to find an online retailer could kill 
the sale. The trick is closing the deal 
without cannibalizing sales from your 
retailers. Cut too many of them out of 
the loop, and you’ll find yourself going 
consumer-direct, exclusively – whether 
you want to or not.

“At Briggs & Riley, we treat our 
website as a single flagship store, the 
way something like Nike Town might be 
for Nike,” says CEO Richard Krulik of 
Briggs & Riley, which does sell consum-
er-direct online while still commanding 
tremendous loyalty from its retailers. 
“The site isn’t meant to replace specialty 

Technology can level  
the playing field for 

independents – Chicago-
area Kaehler Luggage 
built its live inventory  
website using off-the-

shelf tech, with in-house 
site administration.

Cont inued from page 29
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What’s true for Kaehler Luggage’s physical space also applies 
to its www.worldtraveler.com website: Clean, open, spacious 

and organized. It’s omnichannel presentation at its best.
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sales, but rather support it. An example 
of this is that every product page has a 
Find a Retailer button. By encouraging 
the consumer to go into a store, there is 
a stronger chance that there will be that 
personal connection, encouraging mul-
tiple-piece sales – whereas the Internet 
is often a place where a single piece is 
‘sought and bought.’”

Krulik acknowledges the Internet’s 
disruption of the traditional retail 
model, in which brick-and-mortar 
stores functioned as local distribution 
centers. “The guys who simply open 
their door and wait for people to show 
up, their time is coming to an end. 
That said, the brick-and-mortar retail-
er has a great opportunity to be the 
beloved place to build community con-
nections and offer personalized service 
and knowledge and share information 
and experiences. I feel strongly that the 
brick-and-mortar guys who don’t work 
hard to create that sense of commu-
nity are destined to become tomorrow’s 
Robinson Luggage,” he says, referenc-

ing the once-powerful regional chain 
that peaked with seven locations in the 
Philadelphia area – and luggageonline.
com – and shuttered in 2013, after 80+ 
years in business.

“We avoid conflicts between the 
Internet and brick-and-mortar retail by 
having a level playing field as far as 
price, and we are very strict with this,” 
says Krulik. It’s a sentiment echoed by 

Healthy Back Bag, which also engages 
in consumer-direct sales on its own site. 
“We have a Minimum Advertised Price 
(MAP) policy for all online sales. No 
online retailer, including our own site, 
can price current product more than 
10% below MSRP,” notes National Sales 
Manager Shelissa Rizzotto.

“Our direct online sales made up 
about 30% of sales last year and are 
hovering around that same percentage 
this year. Not an insignificant number! 
But clearly, people are still purchasing 
in our brick-and-mortar shops as well. 
Often many of our seasonal products do 
not make it to the larger online retail-
ers’ sites. We order in limited quantities 

and offer these products to our brick-
and-mortar shops before we put them 
online.”

Healthy Back Bag’s online strategy 
is designed to offer consumers the most 
choices, while protecting the company’s 
retailer partners. “We are very cautious 
of opening up new online retailers. We 
won’t open up just any account. New 
online retailers must open us up to 
a new audience and fit our end cus-
tomer’s needs.

Like Krulik, Rizzotto believes in the 
in-store experience. “We have a ‘locate 
a retailer’ section of the website. We 
always suggest to customers that they 
try to find a retailer near them before 
ordering through our website – this 
gives them a better customer service 
experience and knowledge of the prod-
uct. We find it’s always better to touch 
and feel the product in person.”

The Physical is Viable

In late 2014, an Adweek story stated 
81% of shoppers conducted research 
online before purchasing – a fig-

ure that’s surely grown with increased 
penetration of smart phones that let 
you access the Internet while stand-
ing in a store aisle. In the same story, 
one of the biggest reasons shoppers 
did not ultimately make purchases was 
the belief that returning merchandise 
bought online was too much of a hassle 
– fully 69% of shoppers balked because 
of it. This spells opportunity for brick-
and-mortar retailers and manufactur-
ers alike, especially in the omnichan-
nel world, where customer engagement 
begins before the customer has even 
walked into the store.

Strolling4Shoes was in the midst of 
a website relaunch as this story went 
to press, but they’re planning to up 
the ante with online competitors by 
offering in-store pickup. “It seems to 
be growing in popularity,” notes owner 
Andrew Marshall. “It won’t have a huge 
success rate as we only have two stores, 
but it will be interesting to see how it 
develops.”

Also interesting: Amazon’s contin-
ued push into the physical space. As the 
company that invented 1-click online 
shopping takes its first steps into the 
brick-and-mortar retail environment it’s 
been accused of destroying, it’s making 
a statement: There’s still value in the 
physical shopping experience. b

Creating a consistent, 
cohesive brand across 

multiple channels 
is key to successful 

omnichannel retailing, 
as demonstrated by 

Strolling4Shoes.

You can’t visually brand 
yourself as an Amazon 
store, but you can still 

replicate your physical 
store with language and 

stellar customer service.
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