Engaging Customers In Retail
By Lyle Bunn


The following is the full version of what was published in edited form in the January 29, 2010 edition of the MediaPlanet Digital Signage Supplement included as a special supplement in USA Today (New York, Chicago, Los Angeles and Washington editions). Lyle Bunn served as principal writer and editor.
The U.S. retail industry is comprised of nearly 1.1 million establishments with annual sales of close to $4.5 trillion. The industry employs 25 million people, nearly 1 in 5 American workers, more than any other U.S. industry. As retailers are struggling through the worst economic environment in over 40 years digital signage is increassingly finding its place as a branding and merchandising tool at and near the point of purchase.
Lawrence Dvorchik, General Manager of The Digital Signage Show which is co-located with KioskCom Self-Service Expo, notes that as organizations set their 2010 strategies, a few consistent themes continue to be at the forefront.  


1. What can we do to engage with customers better?

2. What can we do to make their experience better – and drive them to purchase?

3. What will we need to do to maximize investment in these engagement programs and deliver the necessary ROI as fast as possible?

The use of digital signage along with kiosks, mobile and other customer facing and engaging technologies allows for better customer service, product knowledge and a more informed purchase.  They also provide an organization with the opportunity to cross-promote related activities, products and services that are of interest to the customer, increasing “conversion”, revenues per order, visit frequency, gift card and loyalty programs or other sales generating activities.  
Interactivity with the content or the devices increases “engagement” and touch screens are proving a welcomed approach. HP is one of the technology providers leading in this area.
“Stuart Kirkpatrick, President & CEO of Digital Display & Communications - The Full Picture says “clear communications objectives are the starting point. The appropriate technologies can then be applied. In our working hand-in-hand with companies, we have seen that it may be more suitable to apply multiple types of technologies, such as digital signs, kiosks, etc. to best achieve multiple objectives. Shared approaches to managing the project and network may also apply, and we see a trend toward network management out-sourcing”.    

Point of Purchase Advertising International (POPAI), the only global, non-profit trade association dedicated to the advancement of the marketing at retail, has had an active Digital Signage membership for several years devoted to advancing the digital signage industry. 

Richard Winter, Interim President, POPAI feels strongly that Digital Signage networks and other standalone applications will play a large role going forward in helping retailers explore ways to optimize digital signage content to improve the customer experience and drive sales. “As more retailers continue to deploy their retail selling floors to engage consumers in a brand dialogue and invite shoppers to experience the retail brand, we see digital signage being incorporated into various marketing at retail designs - from endcaps to entire store networks to enhance the shopping experience”. 
POPAI Digital Signage working committees are advancing digital standards for the industry and educating the marketing at retail community about the potential of digital signage in-store while also tackling industry issues

“The volume of business and the traffic it represents make retail stores of all types an ideal venue for placing advertising where it will have the most impact — at the point of sale,” says Richard Lebovitz, editorial director for Atlanta-based Digital Signage Expo. He adds “Retail operators and brand marketers have seized on this opportunity to place digital displays with relevant shopper messaging at strategic points within retail environments — in store windows, in the aisles, on shelves and at the cash register.”

In addition to improving the sophistication and relevancy of their digital messaging, retail establishments also are incorporating a variety of digital display technologies to engage their customers, says Lebovitz. These include the use of interactive kiosks, digital shelf tags, anonomous recognition technology, customer-facing screens at checkout counters and more.

“Retail stores also are designing stores with digital signage in mind rather than as an afterthought,” says Lebovitz. “In the coming years, we expect to see digital displays increasingly integrated into the décor rather than simply treated as a fixture to be hung on the store walls.”  

Digital signage is increasingly integrated into “architectural media” which brings a physical expression to a brand. Chester Niziol, CEO of Architectural Media Corp. says “the integration of static or dynamic media with physical infrastructure can provide a compelling, high impact experience in which the brand is clearly and powerfully expressed and communications goals can be more fully achieved.”
Jose Avalos, Digital Signage Director at Intel’s Embedded and Communications Group notes “Intel has a keen interest in developing digital signage technologies that will provide value to industries such as retail and hospitality, and enhance the ways we shop and live”. 
At the National Retail Federation (NRF) Convention in New York, Intel unveiled a new concept device based on consumer research showing how stores can better connect with their shoppers. The 7-foot-6-inch digital window concept enhances the consumer in-store experience within a multi-user, multi-touch form factor using an LCD display and holographic glass to project augmented reality-enabled maps of each floor of the store. This enables retailers to superimpose images like coupons and sales promotions next to the product visualizations on the glass. Says Avalos, “Intel envisions that future digital signs will also enable users to submit feedback on products, read customer reviews, view past purchasing histories and share what they have discovered with their friends via social media and mobile phone integration”. 

Virginia Cargill, an industry veteran and President of CBS Outernet says “DOOH is clearly growing overall and in particular, real momentum has been growing at the retail level and we expect 2010 to be a break-out year in terms of the number of retailers that are testing and installing digital signage in their stores/in-store environments. 
“A key word is “environment” says Cargill. “The users are finally realizing what the industry has been saying for a few years now – “environment” drives the location, the technology and the optimal type of messaging and graphics. Agencies have been testing and are now embracing the fact that creative must be different for different environments and that those environments can even be different within the same retail store”.
Jeff Hastings, Chief Executive Officer, BrightSign says “ The cost of hardware is affordable for most customers, and it is capable of delivering high quality and compelling point of sale presentations to buyers at the point of decision. To make this hardware attractive to the market, it needs to be supported by easy to use authoring software that allows any user to create and update content on a regular basis. There is always a market for reliable, easy to use technology that delivers at a reasonable cost. 

Laura Davis-Taylor, newly named VP of Global Retail Strategy at Creative Realities, who, in her years heading up Retail Media Consulting, became a leading authority in the in-store digital media space notes that “Almost every analyst and futurist out there is mentioning digital signage as a technology that retailers will capitalize on in 2010. However, in conjunction, they are also speaking to the importance of brand leaders surrounding themselves with the right people and empowering them to make positive change. Both the marketing and the retail industry are at critical junctures. People are changing everything about how they communicate with brands, with each other and on what platforms.
Measurement is a primary consideration to assuring communications value and refining approaches for better results. The Anonymous Impression Metric (AIM) system from CognoVision, which was named the Best Measurement System in the 2009 DIGI Awards, uses face-detection and people-tracking video analytics technology to measure the effectiveness of media displays, including digital screens, posters, kiosks, window displays, and product displays. AIM also enables digital advertising to be targeted in real time according to anonymous audience demographics. The system respects privacy as no images or video are ever recorded and no personally identifiable information is ever stored. Haroon Mirza, Director of Business Development at CognoVision notes “Our innovation allowed accurate viewer metrics and actionable business intelligence.”

Thomas Opdycke, CEO of DS-IQ reflects that “digital signage technologies now go beyond measurement - they optimize sales lift in real-time and can prove and improve ROI continuously through better campaigns and actionable insights. Hard data is a powerful catalyst”. 

Lyle Bunn is a highly regarded independent consultant and educator in North America’s Digital Signage Industry. Lyle@LyleBunn.com
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