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Among the endless streams of

hype from retail technology

vendors over the last decade, a

few themes have been ever-present. One is

the search for more flexibility, in terms of

customer service and supply chain

management, with retailers seeking the

ability to collect, analyse and act on business

information, among other areas. And this is

where wireless and mobile technologies are

starting to live up to the hype, freeing retail

staff to move away from the till, automating

and accelerating stock management

processes, thus giving management much

more timely business intelligence on which

to base decisions, and delivering value in

various other specialist roles. 

In-store wireless solutions include a still

limited number of mobile PoS projects, as

well as stock and inventory management

solutions. At Woolworths, technology from

Episys, NSB Retail and Nordic allows staff to

take payment on the shop floor via credit

or debit card, as well as for stock

management. Chocolate retailer Thorntons

uses iAnywhere Solutions’ Afaria mobile

management system to automate

inventory, stock management and ordering

processes, and the system can be used to

run a mobile PoS unit at busy times. 

Mark Keohane, product manager for

self-service and mobile solutions at Fujitsu

Services, says the new focus is on

enhancing the customer experience. He

believes there is now more impetus than

ever before to transform the PoS

experience for retailers. In supermarkets

this is taking the form of a rise in the

number of self-scanning units. Elsewhere,

wireless is playing a key role. “Retailers have

to differentiate themselves from other

channels like the internet,” Keohane

explains. “If you talk to customers one thing

that always comes up is that they don’t like

having to queue.” 

Products like Fujitsu’s B-Pad, a handheld

Windows CE mobile computer, offer the

option of an integrated EMV-compliant chip

and PIN payment facility and can run retail

applications, enabling staff to carry

product information and the capacity for

cashless transactions as they move around

the store. One of Fujitsu’s customers, a

High Street IT retail chain, has rolled out

200 units in ten UK stores, enabling

customers to stay with the same member

of staff throughout the sales process up to

and including a cashless transaction. 

Fujitsu also has some pilot projects

underway in the UK which are designed

to offer staff access to inventory

information in order to support

consultative selling. Keohane

identifies mobile phone, fashion

and shoe retailers among the

players most likely to be

attracted to this kind of solution.

“When somebody leaves the changing

room our proposal is that they do not walk

across the store, carrying their clothing,

but that they should have someone in the

changing room to take payment there and

then,” he says. “We’re also visiting as many

shoe retailers as we can. There’s a need for

product information in those shops,

because otherwise you have people going

in the back room to see if a particular item

is in stock in a particular size. It would be

nice to see all of that process happening in

front of the customer.”

Multi-tasking 

Of course, wireless networking does not

have to be used alongside handheld

computers. There are other ways it can

enhance productivity and operational

effectiveness. In addition to being used 

to control shelf edge labelling and 

in-store marketing equipment, it can also

be used to help retailers move equipment

such as in-store kiosks more freely around

the store. Duncan Ellison, sales and

marketing director at communications

specialist Sarian, says his company is likely

to make an announce-

ment about a large

contract with a

retailer for product

information kiosks

in the near future. 

In-store wireless

networking could also help improve

business continuity processes. Sarian’s

retail customer base consists largely of

retailers using its ISDN products, but in

recent years more and more retailers have

started using broadband communications.

The problem, according to  Ellison, is that

some broadband equipment, in particular

routers supplied free of charge by ISPs, is

less than completely reliable. “Everybody’s

now going broadband, and most retailers

see this as a big step up,” he says. “Once

they’ve got around the issues about how to

connect that to a banking system they see

the experience as a good one and start

loading more and more services onto that.

But then you’re doing all sorts of things like

stock control and back office systems over

a single copper wire. If that goes down then

you might as well close the store.”

One possible response is to have a

separate telephone or ISDN line to switch

over to in the event of an emergency, but,

as Ellison says: “It’s still a wired connection

to the store, and any back-up line you’ve

got like that is going to cost you a lot of

Freedom of choice
Retailers who embrace wireless technology are seeing improved flexibility

across their operations, with mobile devices providing greater choice for

customers and staff alike, says David Adams
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