
  

 

SOME BRICK-AND-MORTAR SPECIALTY 

STORES ARE THRIVING!                                  

How are They Doing It? 
Business Intelligence 

ABSTRACT 
Is brick-and-mortar 
retailing fading into the 
past with the growth of 
e-commerce?   This 
paper explores how 
successful specialty 
retailers use Business 
Intelligence to drive 
their results above and 
apart from their 
competition.   
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Some Brick-and-Mortar Specialty Stores are Thriving! 
How are They Doing It?   

Business Intelligence 
 

Over the past 16 years of our consulting practice, we have been fortunate to work with 
specialty retailers having operations crossing the US, Canada and Europe. During this 
time, we have ridden waves of economic ups and downs with our clients, moved with the 
birth of the digital age, experienced the changing complexion and demands of 
consumers, and adapted to the educational needs of each new wave of the retail 
workforce. 

This is the second in a series of articles regarding how some brick-and-mortar specialty 
store retailers are succeeding during the proliferation of digital retailing.  Malls are closing 
now, but there are still a lot of specialty store retailers thriving with their brick-and-mortar 
locations. Many of these retailers continue to have a strong comping brick-and-mortar 
business while managing explosive e-commerce growth. How do they do it?     
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It’s in Their Knowledge 
We are constantly surprised during diagnostic work with clients to find an alarming 
absence of information and decision-making tools with which to read and react to their 
businesses. When asked for the baseline of standardized reports that are fundamental 
to reviewing business on a daily and weekly basis, we often hear in this discussion some 
version of, “Tyler, one of our Planners, produces our reports. He/she is in his/her 20’s 
and amazing at downloading information into Excel”.  We also hear with confidence, all 
too often, “Here, our systems allow everyone to produce whatever reports they need,” 
which is later followed by, “Yes, we often find that our numbers don’t match when we are 
in meetings”. 

With technology all around us and with the critical need to rapidly understand what is 
selling (and equally important, at what margin!) in order to outperform the competition, 
the one area that seems to be consistently underfunded and underdeveloped in many of 
the companies with which we’ve worked is Business Intelligence. When we dig into the 
companies’ BI shortfalls and later, develop and present roadmaps to build strong 
decision-making tools, we often find the cost of these initiatives is far below their seasonal 
markdown budgets. This begs us to ask, “If better information could produce more sales, 
lower markdowns and prevent margin erosion, why not step back, redeploy expense 
dollars and invest in BI”?   
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We believe those retailers receiving timely and directional 
information and which foster a culture of rapid response to 

information, are the retailers who are going to survive the roller 
coaster our industry is riding. 

 
In the successful brick-and-mortar specialty retailers included here, we have seen a 
consistent laser-sharp focus on business information. Their payroll and non-payroll 
budgets have been allocated to support Business Intelligence with a dedicated BI 
executive or BI team on the organizational chart. This team is woven into the fabric of the 
business community ensuring that they have an understanding of the business objectives 
and are supporting them through information structures, metrics and rapid forms of 
delivery. We have seen BI teams include not only BI technical experts but former 
Planners, Store Managers and teams that are driven by Merchants and Planners serving 
as standing committee members. As a unified team, they conceptualize, develop and 
deliver reports and decision-making tools that cover the critical business Key 
Performance Indicators (KPI’s) consistently across all channels.   

We’ve discovered that senior management in these successful companies strongly 
supports information. We can’t emphasize this enough. They rely on a strict series of 
standardized reporting each morning throughout the organization, with the knowledge 
that their organization is also looking at identical information. Reporting is designed so 
that different parts of the business receive data relative to their business in the same 
formats as the executive reporting, fully preparing them to answer questions and offer 
opportunities to drive business forward. When meetings occur up, down or across the 
chain, the company is always speaking from “one look and version of the truth”.  
Ad hoc analyses can still occur; in fact, it is encouraged. Our point here being that all 
review and analysis begins with the same set of parsed data in similar formats. 

 

These successful retailers fully understand the power of 
knowledge. 

BI Develops Standard Reporting and Is the Gatekeeper for All 
Information and Metrics 
Business Intelligence is considered the experts on data capture, information housing, 
report development and report maintenance. Enough said.  

But since this is an article, we need to expand on this and want to add that our successful 
retailers see BI as the “source” for what else?  Business Intelligence. The BI team is 
integral to the operations of the company and not sitting in a silo, somewhere away from 
the end users. When information is needed, either by a CEO or an Allocator, BI is 
contacted to begin the work. The benefits are obvious given that all the expertise for 
information and reporting is housed under one roof in the BI division.   
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But, there is an added benefit that is often not considered. BI documents their work. 
They keep records on report development and report changes which are critical when 
modifying reports, such as adding a new store location. They are also in charge of data 
capture and thus responsible for data integrity and changes to metrics so one version of 
the truth is maintained. And, finally they know how to produce the reports.   

These companies don’t have the wonderful, energetic Tylers noted above who are 
producing decision-making tools. As such, there is never a concern that if Tyler leaves, 
what goes with him/her is all the knowledge about the data and reports, leaving 
companies high and dry when problems occur. And if you don’t believe this can happen, 
we’ve witnessed it. It is a scary period to live through. We’ve all experienced the 
frustration and horrors of trying to modify a colleague’s Excel spreadsheet calculations.  
Imagine doing this while an entire company from CEO down, is waiting for you to figure 
out what went wrong with someone else’s report and asking how soon it will be fixed! 

There is One Universal Data Base Resulting in “One Version 
of the Truth” 
We feel so strongly about this topic that we are dedicating a separate section to this 
subject.   

 

The successful brick-and-mortar businesses we are discussing 
have a common source for all data:  One database exists which is 

robust, updated daily and inclusive of ALL standardized data points 
and standardized metrics crossing merchandising, planning, 
receiving, allocation, brick-and-mortar locations, catalogs, e-

commerce, marketing and store operations. 
 

While data capture is done via various systems, we see the system diagrams all having 
arrows pointing into one data warehouse. It is from this warehouse that all data for the 
base-line of standardized reports is drawn. It is also from this one data set that all ad hoc 
queries are developed and executed, with some even scheduled for regular deliveries. 

Business Intelligence and IT divisions go to great lengths to ensure data capture is 
accurate and timely. They go to equally great lengths to ensure and maintain data 
integrity. These organizations know that the their most important responsibility for their 
companies is to ensure the data for the company is captured, stored, remains 
uncorrupted, and is protected.  

 

BI understands that they hold all the responsibility for the 
information by which business decisions are made and they have a 

passion for this responsibility. 
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To support this responsibility, a common set of data structures are found across these 
successful brick-and-mortar retailers:  The existence of two BI dictionaries,   

• One dictionary identifies all the required data elements in their appropriate formats (units, 
dollars, counts, etc.) 

• One dictionary identifies all standardized metrics expressed in their appropriate formats 
(number of decimals, truncation, dollar signs, percentage signs, etc.) 

Other dictionaries can exist, but these are the most common. A comprehensive audit of 
these dictionaries is always one of the first exercises Olson-Ng completes when 
embarking on a report project. This ensures that all the data the company needs is being 
captured, is accurate and stored, and all the metrics are correct and aligned with finance.  
This process too, results in a benchmark. 

Often when accepting a reporting engagement, we find the initial phases of our work 
typically includes a data cleaning exercise. This can take up to three months in some 
instances, and requires members from Merchandising, Planning and E-commerce, 
among others, to sort through data to ensure its accuracy. This exercise also serves as 
a firsthand look into the consequences of sloppy data entry. We have likewise found the 
need for multiple day-long meetings attended by BI, the CFO and Heads of 
Merchandising, Planning, Allocation, E-Commerce and Stores sitting in a closed-door 
conference room to review all metrics for alignment of Key Performance Indicators (KPI’s) 
and their desired formats. It isn’t unusual to find several different ways that evolved over 
time to calculate merchandise gross margin in a company! 

They Develop Reports as Decision Tools, not Data Dumps 
Our successful brick-and-mortar retailers who are committed to growing a thriving e-
commerce business share an interesting commonality on standardize reporting: Each 
report was designed to support select, targeted decisions and as such, each data 
point is placed in a specific location on them for that reason, with only relevant 
metrics included.   

In discussing the development of report formats, we have often found that much time and 
thought go into the sculpting of report design, a process that we wholly endorse and often 
chair. This is to support the efficiency of the decision-making processes within the 
company. We have also found the following, which are integral to the success of any 
standardized report: 

• End-users are always actively involved in the design, development and validating of the 
reports and their views, whether via desk top, lap top, iPad and/or other mobile device..   

• BI is always present and intimately involved in the design of the report templates to 
understand why the reports need to exist and how they need to be executed and 
delivered. 

• BI is always present to offer other options to present the data when constraints occur.   

• Report strategies and skeletons are first developed by BI and approved by the end-users 
before programming begins.   
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• The reports are designed to allow a stepped process for deeper dives into the data. When 
reviewing a higher level report, the next report level down complemented and supported 
the higher level report.   

• And, BI ensures the views and reports are readable!  

They Capture and House E-commerce Site Statistics in the 
Universal Database  
We are calling this out as a separate point in this discussion as it is one that is too often 
overlooked and too critical to continue to ignore in our industry’s reporting.   

In most cases the successful brick-and-mortar retailers benefit from having e-commerce 
as their largest selling location. From our first article in this series, Some Brick-and-
Mortar Specialty Stores are Thriving!  How are They Doing It? we referenced Andrea 
Weiss, founder of The O Alliance, on the circular nature of the shopping experience in 
retail today. These companies have recognized e-commerce does not stand alone, 
rather, they fully understand it is simply another location from which to satisfy customers.   

Our successful retailers spend large amounts of time analyzing the placement of an item 
in a store to maximize its productivity, both prior to the item’s arrival and over the first few 
weeks of its existence in the store. Decisions are made based on data, resulting in 
reorders for a best seller; or, if an item isn’t selling to plan, the movement of the item to a 
different location in the store in an attempt to spur sales. This same process exists for 
these retailers when managing webpage content: Digital asset managers rely on the 
same data and metrics to manage product placement on the webpages.   

Most specialty store retailers review all site statistics available to them. This is done daily 
by their e-commerce and marketing teams. The successful brick-and-mortar retailers 
have married these site statistics to their merchandise reporting in much the same way 
they have married store metrics to their merchandise reporting. Total daily sales and 
margin, daily traffic counts, conversion rates, weeks of supply, average units per 
transaction (UPT’s) at what average dollar sale (ADS) and at what average unit retail 
(AUR) are reviewed for brick-and-mortar selling AND for e-commerce sales. Landing 
page visits are no different than window displays which draw customers into a store; at 
least with landing page visits, the stats can be captured! And, e-commerce systems offer 
the benefit of additional metrics such as one-page visits, average order value (AOV), cart 
abandonment rates, and initial and final fill rates. With e-commerce usually the largest 
selling location, how wonderful to have all this additional information for your largest 
volume store! 

Merchants and Planners have equal responsibility for e-commerce performance and 
brick-and-mortar performance and view them both using the same, standard reports.   

 

These companies have parallel pyramids of Merchants and 
corresponding Planners to manage both brick-and-mortar and e-

commerce product. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/andrea-weiss-a13126/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/andrea-weiss-a13126/
http://theoalliance.com/


Olson-Ng Retail Consulting Group                                                                                                                                                          7 

 

The results for both sets of locations are discussed as one business with two channels 
(or three with a catalog order-form channel) in weekly business meetings and best and 
worst seller meetings. There is no division of businesses. And, these discussions are held 
inclusive of their marketing and e-commerce site management partners! 

Their Merchandise and Store Hierarchies are Crisp, Decisive, 
Strictly Maintained and Respected 
In the successful brick-and-mortar retailers with growing e-commerce businesses which 
with we’ve worked, we have also witnessed clear identification and strict adherence to 
both merchandise hierarchies and selling location hierarchies. “Strict” in that there is a 
company-wide understanding that weak hierarchies result in weak reporting.   

Hierarchies provide the skeleton for segmenting and reporting division, department and 
class performance and region, district and location performance. These retailers fully 
understand the critical need that accurate data and data structure are foundational to 
their knowledge of their business. They develop hierarchies with sufficient flexibility to 
support the evolving dynamics of the business. Once the data structures are defined and 
imported into a data warehouse, BI systems are developed to support the flexibilities 
required.  

Hierarchy accuracy is critical for decision making. They are only as good as the data they 
contain. “Garbage in – garbage out” is not just a passive saying regarding the integrity of 
hierarchies; it is a reality. And, it trickles down to all levels of the data organization. We 
remember one particular client whose women’s denim shirt business (as reported in their 
hierarchy) appeared to be “on fire”. A deeper dive into the women’s denim shirt category 
found that what was selling was actually denim dresses, erroneously assigned to the 
denim shirt category. The president’s only point of knowledge however was the category 
information as reported through the hierarchy on the report delivered to her desk: what 
she saw was that women’s denim shirts were “on fire”. A moment of thrilling excitement, 
was followed by a course correction conversation by the GMM. This is a small example, 
but important nonetheless. Imagine if this error wasn’t caught and the president used this 
wrong information during a Monday morning discussion with a board member! We’ve 
seen it happen! 

Their Report Hierarchies are Formalized, Structured and 
Pyramidal 
Successful companies have a well-defined structure for presenting information that 
begins with global-level summaries appropriate for senior management levels, while 
paralleling the same information to supporting levels. As a result, everyone receives all 
they need to understand and analyze their businesses. Many of these companies use 
the concept of a pyramid to diagram their reporting, with the base representing the lower 
level executives, who receive the largest amount of data. Moving up the pyramid to the 
requirements of senior management, the same information is presented with a more 
pointed, global and targeted view. 
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Reports are Scheduled and Regularly Executed by IT 
All standard reporting is made available to end users as near as possible to 7:00 
AM each day, if not earlier. One former client of ours targets 5:00 AM for report 
availability so that their teams can review yesterday’s business while having coffee in the 
mornings at their homes! These are feats that are accomplished only by the efficiencies 
of the operations and partnership of the IT division. These reports usually total no more 
than one or two per day (the dailies) and no more than seven or eight on a weekly basis.  
Again, they usually report in some version, total company, brick-and-mortar results, 
catalog order-form results (if existent), and e-commerce results, inclusive of all relevant 
metrics.   

Seems obvious? Not always. This is a standard business practice in these successful 
brick-and-mortar companies. IT’s goal is to have the data and reports ready at start of 
business each day, so that no valuable time is lost in analyzing and reacting to the 
reported results. Alerts are sent to the appropriate team members when this timing cannot 
be accomplished. 

Store Managers and District Managers Know What Is Selling 
Most specialty store retailers are good at providing daily sales information to their field 
teams. They are also good at providing operational statistics to assist the Store Managers 
in managing payroll and expenses. Our successful retailers however go a few steps 
further to provide overall margin performance, selective selling information to their field 
teams so that each Store Manager knows what the best sellers are for their location, and 
statistics on the performance of each Sales Associate. Having this data available helps 
the Store Managers and Associates achieve their personal daily goals for units per 
transaction (UPT) and average dollar sales (ADS), as well as achieving their overall sales 
goals while on the selling floor. With this information streaming from a universal database, 
it also provides the live feed to front-line performance training and monitoring systems 
such as INCITE by Multimedia Plus, Inc., the highly regarded and widely accepted 
platform developed by David Harouche. 

We have spoken with many, many Store Managers and when asked what is selling in 
their stores, they have only a perception. When we’ve gone to these stores with location 
category selling information, we have found all too often that the Store Managers and 
District Manager are surprised to learn that they are a “great denim location” or are the 
“best dress sales location in the chain”. Our successful retailers provide their Store 
Managers with enough selling information to help them push sales of high performing 
categories and address issues with slow selling categories. All this is done through BI to 
help their stores continue to provide superb customer service while maximizing their sales 
and margin. Too often we’ve walked into stores located near universities and colleges 
who have great dress performance during rush and homecoming periods only to find that 
the Store Managers were unaware of the opportunities they had to push sales even 
further during these event times. 

 

http://www.multimediaplus.com/
https://www.linkedin.com/in/dharouche/
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In Summary 
First, we’d like to state that we love the Tylers of the retail world. They are among the 
orbiters of retail’s future. The energy of the newest generation in retail will carry and 
evolve our industry forward. Our job as seasoned professionals is to guide and educate 
them and develop their amazing talents without stifling their creativity, drive and 
exuberance.  We think it is wrong to lock them at a desk, producing downloads of 
information for reports that they may not know how to use or understand, or even know 
why they are producing them. We think it wrong because this is the job of Business 
Intelligence, partnering with seasoned executives to develop dynamic reporting, using 
the latest and most sophisticated technological tool sets. We’d rather have Tyler learning 
to analyze and react to his/her business! 

As we’ve stated, we don’t really believe that specialty store brick-and-mortar retailing is 
going away.  Carol Scalzo, PMP, a BI expert in the retail industry recently commented,  

 

“The only difference in retail now is the presence of an endless 
aisle.” 

We do believe that the winners are winning because of their quest for information, 
understanding and knowledge about their businesses and have strategically dedicated 
dynamic resources to drive it. It is clear to us when interacting with these clients, that we 
often see a passion for knowledge and pride in being able to deliver an informed, 
extemporaneous review of business or intended business strategy. 

https://www.linkedin.com/in/carolscalzo/
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We’ve all heard the adage “retail is detail”. It is. The detail though needs to be strategically 
positioned in a retail organization so each level can excel in the details to which they can 
most effect the business. This is only achieved through formalized and strategized 
information hierarchies that result in reporting tools for rapid, directional decision making.  
This can only be done with a structure for developing and delivering this information 
through the professional expertise of a seasoned Business Intelligence team. This is an 
area Olson-Ng can help your organization execute.  

If there are any further questions as to why your company should invest in Business 
Intelligence, we leave you with one more consideration: Michael Bloomberg, founder, 
CEO and owner of Bloomberg, L.P., and former mayor of New York City built his 
extraordinary career and highly successful company on the gathering and delivery of 
information. Need we say more? 

 

With knowledge being the power to win in the evolving landscape of 
our retail industry, why not invest in it? 

 

 
            Photo by Roman Babakin 

 

 

We thank Carol Scalzo who has worked on many projects with us for permission to use 

her comment and for her contributions to this article. 
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Olson-Ng Retail Consulting Group is a boutique consulting practice focused on 
financial and operational improvements, inventory management, merchandise 
assortment planning and allocation strategies, strategic growth planning and execution, 
turnarounds, and jump-starts for specialty retailing. Founded in 2001 by Rod Olson and 
Kim Ng, Olson-Ng provides over 40 cumulative years of industry experience.  

www.OlsonNg.com 

For more information, please contact us at: 

Rod Olson – Kim Ng 
Olson-Ng Retail Consulting Group 
330 East 38th Street, Suite 42b 
New York, New York 10016 
212-679-6552 
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