
The physical store: an essential link 
in the omni-channel strategy
Shopping habits continue to evolve as consumers find it 

easier to compare products, pricing and delivery offers 

online. However, despite this physical stores still play an 

important role in the customer journey. Research carried 

out by Thuiswinkel.org shows that in 2015 €16 billion in the 

Netherlands was spent online by consumers, which is nearly 

10% of the total expenditure on consumer products, 16% 

more than in 2014. Therefore 90% of purchases still takes 

place in the physical store and represents the largest source 

of revenue for retailers. Manhattan Associates decided to 

get under the hood of Dutch consumers and asked 1,000 

respondents what their expectations of retailers are and to 

uncover what motivates them to choose between shopping 

in physical stores versus online.

Online or offline shopping
Perhaps slightly unsurpisingly, 40% of respondents still prefer to buy their products 
in a physical store compared to only 12% that said they always buy their products 
online. The remaining 48% decides whether to buy offline or online depending 
on what product they are buying. Interestingly a similar study conducted by 
Manhattan to UK consumers shows similarities with almost half of shoppers also 
saying it depends on what they’re buying to how they shop – confirming firmly 
that bricks-and-mortar stores still have a place in a multi-channel world.

40% of the respondents  
prefer to buy their goods in  
a physical store
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Most Dutch consumers (78%) shop instore for one clear reason, the ability to 
be able to feel/test the product before purchasing. A further 40% said that 
they prefer to take the product as soon as they buy it compared to 54% of UK 
consumers also saying the ‘immedicacy of the purchase’ was an important reason 
to why they chose physical stores.

 

The power of a good in-store experience 
Clearly physical stores are still important in the overall revenue for retailers, 
however, recently several physical retailers have had to close while many other 
famous brands struggling. And yet many traditional online retailers are opening 
physical stores, e-commerce giant Amazon is opening three hundred physical 
stores in the United States, Missguided opened a store within Selfridges in the 
UK and Coolblue and Wehkamp doing the same in The Netherlands. So why this 
move?

Online retailers have recognised the benefit that bricks-and-mortar stores offer 
and the experience they add to the customer jouney in creating more compelling 
reasons to shop with them. From the ability to try their products, offer click and 
collect fulfilment options and potentially allowing for returns / exchanges to 
happen in the store.

Online retailers open  
physical shops because  
they want to use the appeal  
of a physical shop
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Store Associates hold the key
Store associates have a central role in the shopping experience and can really 
make a difference to consumers.. Driven in-part by the rising expectations that 
customers are putting on them, they now have multiple roles as they move from 
purely transactional jobs to product advisors, stock locators, personal shoppers.  
With Manhattan’s research citing around 75% of respondants seeing the store 
associate primarily as an adviser when buying a product. 

However, a staggering 75% of Dutch shoppers feel like they know more than 
the store associate. Incidentally, in the United Kingdom 71% of the respondents 
mentions the store associates’ limited knowledge. This is likely fuelled by the 
rise of smart phones, however, it does represent an opportunity for retailers 
to empower their store associates and change the experience shoppers have 
previously experienced. 

With 40% of shoppers saying they are open to interact with the associate more 
often, if they can personalise experience, retailers need to equip store employees 
with mobile devices that can help them in assisting consumers within the store. 
Employees need to have in their hands a single view of enterprise-wide inventory, 
in real-time and a single view of the customer including what is in their online 
wishlists, previous purchases, product preferences so they can really personalise 
that interaction and bridge the gap between online and offline.

By having this information ready to hand, it transforms the potentially negative 
experience of “I’m afraid we don’t have that top in your size today, you could try 
online or another store” to “I don’t have that top in stock today, but I can see it is 
available in our warehouse or the store down the road has and I can get it here to 
collect tomorrow or delivered to an address of your choice”. 
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As much as 75% of all 
consumers have the idea  
that they know more than 
the shop assistant

What is the role of the shop assistant?

Advice

Suggestions for goods to go with 
the product

Checking of stocks

Personal experience

None
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Do you feel like you know more than the shop assistant?

Yes, very often Yes, sometimes No
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Order fulfilment optimisation
To have an accurate and single view of inventory it is important to have a central 
order management system (OMS) that is always looking at what inventory is 
available, where it is and what is the most profitable fulfilment options to be able 
to offer customers in-store such an experience. However, it also benefits online 
shoppers as an OMS could save the sale online as well by being able to fulfil a 
potentially lost sale directly from a supplier, from a store if the warehouse doesn’t 
have it in stock or it would be more profitable to fulfil the customers order from 
another route.

What consumers want
Shoppers have high demands, which don’t show any sign of easing and 
depending on the country, consumers have different criteria regarding what is 
most important for them. Across both online and in-store shoppingprice is the 
decisive factor in the buying process in The Netherlands (53%) and the UK (67%). 
Whereas in France, consumers especially value rapid delivery (65%).

The physical store is alive and kicking
The physical store can be an essential link in a retailer’s omni-channel strategy. It is 
possible to give customers want they want and satisfy savvy shoppers by creating 
a frictionless experience between online and the physical store – Manhattan’s 
research shows that both the Dutch and the British shoppers have said there is 
no such thing anymore as an online versus offline discussion. Retailers need to 
embrace a complete omni-channel experience and look at the customer journey 
as one. The physical store has a crucial role to play in the customer experience, as 
long as the strategy of having physical stores is implemented well.
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