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THERE’S NO DOUBT ABOUT 
IT. RETAIL IS INCREASINGLY 
DRIVEN BY TECHNOLOGY. 
But shopping still remains a social endeavor. When 
the weekend or a long-awaited vacation arrives, 
friends text friends, families call up relatives, and 
people join together to get out, interact with prod-
ucts, and revel in the entire experience. 

After all, the majority of American consumers still 
prefer to shop in stores, and most retail transac-
tions still take place in person. Although there was 
a time when the Internet was thought to be the 
future of e-commerce, even those whose roots 
remain in cyberspace are realizing the importance 
of entering the real world.

The Carlson Group is uniquely suited to help 
tackle the challenges involved with this process 
by interpreting an online retailer’s brand message 
and marketing communication style, understanding 
what the company is trying to achieve, and melding 
the online and in-store shopping experience for 
consumers.

BLENDING 
E-COMMERCE 
WITH BRICK 
AND MORTAR 
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BACK TO THE FUTURE
New Development 
In November 2015, Amazon.com Inc. opened its 
first brick and mortar extension – a bookstore in 
Seattle – and now has plans to open a second 
location in Southern California.1 When one of the 
world’s largest online retailers makes a move to-
ward physical locations, it raises eyebrows – and 
rightfully so. In many ways Amazon revolutionized 
the way consumers shop. 

When the company began selling books over 20 
years ago, its business model seemed simple: 
eliminate the added costs of physical stores, com-
bine it with limitless capacity for inventory, and 
sell products at lower prices than other compet-
itors could. Fast forward to today when e-com-
merce transactions make up close to ten percent 
of all retail transactions in the United States – a 
number that continues to grow annually.2 

Omni-Channel Movement 
Though a noteworthy and perhaps surprising 
example, Amazon’s recent transition into brick and 
mortar is simply part of a much larger movement 
that’s now well underway. In the last several years, 
a number of prominent online companies have 
launched a physical presence. Designer-gown 
rental service Rent the Runway, clothing retailer 
Bonobos, eyewear specialty store Warby Parker 
and beauty-products subscription company Birch-
box all began as Internet-based businesses.

This trend toward omni-channel means merchants 
are looking to provide customers with a seam-
less experience whether shopping online or in a 

“It’s very hard to launch a 
brand these days that’s 
just online-only. It’s an 
incredibly difficult and 
crowded e-commerce 
environment.” ~ Sucharita 
Mulpuru, retail analyst at 
Forrester Research4 

traditional retail setting. In the process they are 
expanding and growing by reaching more peo-
ple, gathering more customers, and building their 
brand. At first glance it might seem like backtrack-
ing or reverting to the past. In reality, it’s entering 
the future by embracing the best of both worlds.

TREND EVOLUTION 
Why are e-commerce retailers drifting away from an 
online only business model? 

Crowded Space
Online real estate has become congested, and bid-
ding on keywords to land on the first page of search 
results is costly. Macy’s and Nordstrom spent an 
estimated $6.4 million and $4 million in paid search 
listings for the top 1,000 apparel-related keywords in 
the first quarter of 2015 alone.3 

Warby Parker, Scottsdale
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Costly Shipping
Amazon has established a difficult standard by 
offering discounted and free – not to mention fast – 
shipping on its products along with free returns. Most 
other e-commerce companies have been forced to 
follow Amazon’s lead, but the shipping is expensive. 
Ultimately, online retailers must absorb the costs, 
which cuts into potential profits and places further 
stress on pricing strategies.

Considering these challenges, it’s easy to see why 
online retailers are increasingly taking advantage of 
the benefits physical stores can offer.

Amazon
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“Not everybody shops 
online, and not everybody 
shops brick and mortar, 
either. Omni-channel 
is a way for brands 
and retailers to reach a 
different demographic, a 
different style, a different 
type of consumer and 
buyer.” ~ Mark Adams, 
COO at TCG
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TESTING THE WATERS 
It’s much more difficult to move from online to brick 
and mortar than it is the other way around. From 
selecting the right locations and negotiating leases 
to hiring and training new employees, the process 
is complex, so it makes sense that online retailers 
are finding ways to test the market before diving in 
head first. 

The growing trend of venturing offline has been to 
open a pop-up location or showroom before taking 
the plunge and investing in full-fledged physical 
operations. The goal of these stores that operate 
for a short duration, from a day to several months, 
is to spread the word and highlight the brand in a 
high traffic area. This allows the retailer to try out a 
physical location without committing to a long-term 
lease or other traditional retail costs, experiment 
with different locations and promotional initiatives, 
and allow customers to sample products. 

Bonobos
Founded in 2007 as a men’s pants online store, 
Bonobos first launched its “guideshop” showroom 
concept when it opened its office lobby as a fitting 
room for customers back in 2011 and has since 
launched a number of stores in major cities across 
the country.

These guideshops are places for customers to be 
guided through a catered experience. They can 
check out clothes, try them on, and place an order 
that will be delivered to the shopper’s address. The 
concept allows the store to hold a smaller quantity 

of inventory, keeping the rest in the warehouse 
where it can be shipped directly to the customer.

Rent the Runway
Designer-gown rental service Rent the Runway 
didn’t invest much capital in its first physical location, 
either. The store was set up in August 2012 within 
its corporate headquarters. Giving women the 
chance to touch and try on fancy dresses made 
good sense, and the transition was a success, lead-
ing to locations in New York City, Washington, D.C., 
Chicago, and Las Vegas. 

GOING BACK TO BRICK AND 
MORTAR
When encouraged by the results of less risky 
ventures such as showrooms and pop-up shops, 
it can make sense to launch flagship stores, and 
e-commerce companies tend to be well-suited to 
find success right out of the gate. Typically they have 
solid data in terms of their buyers and can gener-
ally mine that information to determine good store 
locations, an appropriate product mix, and merchan-
dising techniques to use within certain locations. 
The stores can become brand awareness genera-
tors and drive added traffic to a company’s website, 
enhancing e-commerce sales along the way.

“Pop-up shops are the 
most effective way to 
test the retail waters and 
bring your product to 
the consumer in a low 
cost, short-term [way]. 
The test might also help 
brands realize they are 
actually not ready for 
the physical world.” ~ 
Stacey Widlitz, president 
of SW Retail Advisers 5

Rent the Runway, Georgetown
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Bonobos. Newport Beach
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Warby Parker
After Warby Parker’s first foray into the physical 
realm (with its Manhattan showroom in 2013) the 
company opened its Soho flagship three years later 
and now has over two dozen stores nationwide. 
Stores that have been open at least two years are 
already profitable, according to Warby Parker’s 
Co-founder and Co-chief Executive Dave Gilboa.6 

LINKING ONLINE WITH REAL 
WORLD
In an era when traditional retailers are scrutinizing 
their physical store counts , e-commerce retailers 
are less wary of making the move to brick-and-
mortar because they’re able to view storefronts as 
an extension of their brand as opposed to the sole 
focus of it.

As an online retailer, the key to a successful physi-
cal store is a seamless offline transition, especially 
when customers expect the ability to shop across all 
channels. For e-commerce companies with physical 
spaces, stores can be arranged to offer the benefits 
of both the retail location and online shopping, 
drawing people in while simultaneously driving 
online sales.

Birchbox
The Birchbox brick-and-mortar experience strikes 
a balance between appealing to the loyal customer 
who’s familiar with the brand and introducing the 

concept to those exploring it for the very first time. 
The store was modeled after their online “try, learn, 
buy” mantra, creating a cohesive brand identity both 
in-store and online. Birchbox engages customers 
by incorporating video tutorial streams, a “Product 
Matchmaker” touchscreen, in-store user reviews 
displayed on iPads, and a “Try Bar” that incorporates 
manicures, makeup applications, and hair styling.

CONCLUSION
A common misconception is that the growth of on-
line shopping has dramatically reduced the amount 
of shopping that takes place within physical stores. 
The reality is that many still want to see, feel, and 
try on products before making a purchase. In fact, 
according to one study, 85 percent of consumers 
still prefer to do their shopping in a physical store.8

Streamlined Strategy
The transition from online to brick and mortar is 
complex, and many firms wind up using a variety of 
professional suppliers and partners throughout the 
process. This can result in added time, costs, and 
risk of communication breakdown along the way.
Our Total Program Value (TPV) development pro-
cess helps collect the right information needed to 
inform the strategy that is carried into the design 
and implementation of retail environments. As you 
move from phase to phase of a project, nothing gets 
lost in translation or transition. 

“The big benefit of the 
flagship stores is that 
they’re terrific marketing 
vehicles. Not only do 
those stores tend to be 
economically successful 
on their own but they 
generate a huge lift in 
incremental shopping 
to the online store.” 

~ Jason Goldberg, 
senior vice-president 
of commerce and 
content at digital agency 
Razorfish7 

Birchbox, New York
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Transition Tips

 › Reach New Customers 
 With top-notch customer service, the physical store can guide prospective customers through the buying process, adding in greater   
 opportunities to influence sales and customize services in order to turn shoppers into buyers and buyers into brand loyalists.

 › Share an Experience
 You don’t have to be a retail giant to succeed in the physical retail space. The goal is simply to meet customers face-to-face and   
 share a quality experience.

 › Stay True to Your Brand
 Use your physical space to deliver a personalized experience that is as enjoyable, entertaining, and compelling as possible. When 
 creating that experience, remember to stay consistent with your online brand. 

 › Blend Online and Real-World
 Understand who your customers are and what they expect when they enter your store. That way, your online and physical stores will   
 work in tandem to meet your customers’ needs. 

To learn more about the ways we can help you strategically navigate adding or improving your physical retail environments , feel free to visit 
carlsongroupinc.com or call 630.613.5000.
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