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Big data provides retailers in today’s 
omnichannel world an inside look 
at how they can improve both their 

websites and in-store experiences for cus-
tomers.  

But which data will be able to help 
the business? Which piece will generate 
a valuable revenue opportunity? Retailers 
often have to weed out what is necessary 
and what isn’t and what promises a rev-
enue boost.  

 Jim Wheaton, co-
founder of the Whea-
ton Group LLC., said 
when looking for op-
portunities for reve-
nue gain, it is impor-
tant to cast a very 
wide net and keep 

anything that has any chance of being 
helpful. 

“You can get an excellent idea of what 

to keep by approaching the problem ana-
lytically,” said Wheaton. “Determine what 
correlates statistically with past prospect 
and customer purchase behavior. That 
way, by definition you will know what 
sorts of data to keep.” 

Wheaton said to assume, for example, 
that you have invested the time and effort 
to clean-up a certain type of data, and then 
discover that none of the elements cor-
relates meaningfully with past purchase 
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behavior. It is a pretty good indicator that 
maintaining this data, going forward is not 
likely to provide much value. 

Wheaton said modern datasets are in-
valuable, for example, in the optimization 
of merchandise placement within websites 
and brick-and-mortar retail stores. 

“For a larger retailer with hundreds 
of outlets, analysis revealed that two very 
positively correlated merchandise catego-
ries were located at opposite corners of 
the stores,” said Wheaton. “Among other 
changes to the merchandise configuration, 
these two categories were moved next to 
each other.”  

Big Data and Customer 
Experience 

Omnichannel retailers today are striv-
ing to provide the best customer experi-
ence. They are analyzing the data across all 
channels to see how the customer is pur-
chasing their products and what channel 
they are purchasing it on.  

 Alex Golshan, vice 
president of interna-
tional ecommerce 
and omnichannel for 
BCBG Maxazria, said 
it is important to be a 
connected retailer so 
that the consumer 

doesn’t feel they are dealing with a whole 
other business when they are in the store. 

Golshan said that when it comes to 
data and experience, it is about personal-
ization. It is the driver and the difference 
between you and your competitor. 

“It is not just about the customers, it is 
about the financial ROI,” said Golshan. “A 
lot of retailers are now moving toward not 
just showing you a catalog; they want to 
solve a problem.” 

Golshan said when he was with Guitar 
Center, they tried to incorporate informa-
tion about customers based on purchase 
history. If they knew a customer bought a 
guitar, they would try to incorporate ques-

tions that go along with the purchase. 
“You ask questions and in the process 

you narrow down the recommendations 
based on the data you have,” said Golshan. 
“We recommend what store is closest to 
you to purchase your product, if you want 
to buy in store.” 

Golshan said at BCBG, they have been 
able to personalize the customer experi-
ence because of data, through A/B testing, 
using purchase data, hobbies and interac-
tions to provide a personalized experience. 

Golshan said in an effort to connect 
online and in store, they are just now roll-
ing out iPad apps in stores. The apps will 
help the customer order items not avail-
able in store and it allows the sales asso-
ciate to see what customers have in their 
shopping carts online and what they have 
bought in the past.  

 Prat Vemana, vice 
president of ecom-
merce for Staples, said 
the data was impor-
tant for Staples to un-
derstand how the cus-
tomer is shopping in 
their preferred chan-

nels and for the convenience across the 
channels. 

“It’s to really understand the preference 
customers would like to shop, data helps 
us understand the customer better and 
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helps really personalize their shopping 
journey,” said Vemana. Staples serves the 
customer in multiple channels, including 
in-store kiosks and mobile devices.  

Site Search and Big Data 
Site search is an integral piece of data 

to leverage for brands today. Retailers can 
collect a good portion of information from 
site search. Keywords for example, tell a 
retailer what its shoppers are looking for 
in order to give them a more personalized 
experience.  

 Amitai Sasson, 
vice president of mar-
keting and develop-
ment for overstockart.
com, said site search 
is very important for 
its brand. The data 
gained from site 

search allows overstockart.com to look at 
what keywords people are searching.  

“We are able to go and fix up our site to 
add those keywords,” said Sasson. 

Sasson said the company doesn’t give 
enough emphasis on site search, and the 
search bar has more of an impact in an on-
line store. 

“The funnels are changing the way 
people are entering the homepage,” said 
Sasson. “You need to use those landing 
pages that would lead them to the path of 
least resistance.”

The Keys to the Big Data 
Kingdom  

So who holds the keys to all the data 
in a company? Some companies are likely 
to use third-party companies for data stor-
age while others will have data warehouses 
pulling from the store or online systems.

 Wheaton said this touches on the im-
portant issue of organizational integration. 
He said often, big data initiatives do not 
achieve their desired objectives because 
the focus is only on the data and technol-
ogy required to house and disseminate the 
data. 

“It is important to realize that no big 
data initiative is going to achieve its full 

potential without focusing on human re-
sources,” said Wheaton. “By this, I primar-
ily mean who reports to whom, and how 
everyone’s compensation is determined.” 

Wheaton said assume that a company 
has a brick-and-mortar organization, a di-
rect mail group and an ecommerce group, 
and that each is compensated on the per-
formance of its respective department. 

“In that sort of environment, it is al-
most impossible to properly coordinate 
the channels,” said Wheaton. “Instead you 
tend to have all sorts of wrangling about 
which channel was responsible for what 
revenue, and little in the way of coopera-
tion.” 

Wheaton said for example, the direct 
mail group is not going to share its data 
with the ecommerce group if there is a 
concern that resulting ecommerce rev-
enue will cannibalize direct mail revenue, 
and by extension, the compensation of the 
direct mail professionals. 

Wheaton said marketing, not IT, 
should be in charge of a company’s data re-
sources, both “traditional” as well as “big” 
data. It is essential that the creation of the 
business-rule infrastructure required to 
clean/add to/maintain the data be spear-
headed by personnel with deep expertise 
in high-quality analytics. 

Wheaton said for example, statistics-
based predictive models and cohort analy-
ses such as lifetime value estimations are 
the foundation of most meaningful analyt-
ics.  

“These sorts of analytics require the 
re-creation of multiple past-point-in-time 
views; which, in turn, are contingent upon 
the proper storage and management of the 
underlying data,” said Wheaton. 

When it comes to managing the right 
data, picking the right vendor is impor-
tant. Wheaton said sometimes the more 
things change, the more they stay the 
same. Picking the right vendor is the same 
as it was 20 years when neural net data 
mining technology was all the rage. 

“Back then, the correct data mining 
vendor was the one with the understand-
ing that, despite the revolution in dating 

mining software, the ‘garbage in, gar-
bage out’ phenomenon still applied,” said 
Wheaton. “And in fact, it was even more 
applicable in a world of staggeringly pow-
erful software.” 

Wheaton said the bigger the data, the 
more problematic it seems to be in terms 
of errors, anomalies, and lack of documen-
tation. One of the key ways to manage the 
process is not particularly glamorous, but 
it is very effective; that is, it is important to 
significantly increase the amount of time 
that is spent on the manual, time-intensive 
process of cleaning up and organizing the 
data, and 20% of your time analyzing it. 

“With today’s data sets, the 80% often 
is more like 90% or 95%. If you fail to rec-
ognize this, then you should re-focus your 
efforts on your resume because your big 
data initiative is likely to be a failure,” said 
Wheaton.

Wheaton said over the past years, the 
trend data storage for retailers has been to 
the cloud, and today’s data sets are con-
tributors to this. 

“Any retailer that is interested in lever-
aging today’s modern data repositories in 
a sophisticated way should have someone 
on staff who fulfills the functions of a data-
base manager,” said Wheaton. 

  Phil Minix, execu-
tive vice president of 
Rod’s Western Palace, 
said internally at 
Rod’s there aren’t silos 
between ecommerce 
and store customer 
data. 

Minix said its data is basically stored 
in its ERP, and with storage being cheap, 
it doesn’t purge. “We have 10-plus years of 
transactional data and get great results,” 
said Minix. 

When it comes to managing the right 
data, most of it is done in house, said 
Minix. There isn’t someone managing 
Rod’s external data. All the data for Rod’s 
is not in one place, the company’s ERP sys-
tem and email database are separate. 

“We update each other and it’s manu-
al,” said Minix. “Then there is our website 
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too, the transactions come from the web 
to our ERP systems, but the content of the 
website lives on the website database.”  

Email Marketing and Big 
Data 

Leveraging your big data for email 
marketing is definitely beneficial for your 
brand. Your data will help you target to 
your customer’s preferences with recom-
mendations and offers. 

“We also do a window shopping email 
with them, we do a search summary email, 
where we show them what they liked in an 
email, these are triggered emails; triggered 
emails are very effective,” said Sasson. 

Vemana said it goes back to emails 
when it comes to a personalized customer 
experience. Since Staples has so many dif-
ferent industry verticals, the company will 
try to personalize and provide relevant of-
fers as much as possible in the emails.  

Big Data and Direct Mail 
Retailers are leveraging their big data 

to personalize direct mail offers to cus-
tomers. 

Wheaton said modern data reposito-
ries can have a significant impact in the 

prudent reduction in direct mail circula-
tion. He said hierarchical segmentation 
systems perform their ranking magic 
based on the amount of each customer’s 
predicted upcoming revenue. Examples 
include recency-frequency-monetary 
(RFM) cells, and statistics-based model 
segments such as deciles. 

“A far better approach is to create the 
hierarchies based on the incremental pre-
dicted upcoming revenue; that is, the ad-
ditional revenue that is generated by the 
direct mail,” said Wheaton. 

Incremental revenue generated by di-
rect mail typically varies dramatically by 
customer, and even within customers with 
similar histories of overall revenue vol-
ume, Wheaton said. 

For example, Wheaton said three cus-
tomers each have purchased five times 
with an overall revenue volume of $750, 
which is an average order size of $150. 
However, what portion of the $750 was 
generated by direct mail? And what per-
centage would have taken place without 
the direct mail; that is, what percentage of 
the “baseline revenue?”

The percentage of the baseline rev-
enue varies dramatically across customers. 

Within three hypothetical $750 customers, 
for example, the baseline revenue might be 
extremely high, extremely low or middling 
for the third. 

“Big data plays an important role in 
understanding the baseline revenue,” said 
Wheaton. “This is because we can do a 
much better job of estimating baseline 
revenue, for each of our customers, if our 
data repository contains robust website-
browsing data.” 

Wheaton said if retailers know when 
each customer made a purchase and what 
each purchase was, we can then correlate 
this data statistically with web-browsing 
data. 

“If we see a strong correlation, we can 
infer all other factors to being equal–that 
the baseline revenue is relatively large,” 
said Wheaton. “And, of course, that a weak 
correlation suggests relatively modest 
baseline revenue.”    

Being Social with Big Data 
Today, retailers are also measuring the 

data captured from their social platforms. 
Retailers are integrating social media into 
their websites and in store. 

Golshan said social data is probably the 
easiest to integrate, particularly with social 
login. Social login drives new accounts 
to the website. One of the challenges for 
customers ordering from a new site is hav-
ing to put all of their personal information 
over again.

“If you log in with Facebook, we offer 
the ability to login with PayPal and Twit-
ter, you get addresses and information,” 
said Golshan. “The site benefits for retail-
ers is that they gain access to all your inter-
ests and friends.” 

Golshan said when you do that, you 
now have the traditional information 
about that person; you get a lot of social 
data. Retailers are able to use that data to 
do better marketing because it opens a 
whole lot of new marketing avenues. 

Golshan also said that BCBG incor-
porates social postings on its website to 
gather additional data about the social 
network. ■


