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A Parliamentary forum for Media and Marketing Debate 

 

 
Will eCommerce be the saviour of the High Street? 

 
“Smart integration allows high street stores not just to meet, but to exceed, customer 

expectations”. These were the words of Dominic Allen, Director, Agency Sales, Google UK Ltd. 

He was proposing the motion ‘eCommerce will be the saviour of the High Street’ at the Debating 

Group debate at Portcullis House on 30 January 2012. The debate was sponsored by the Internet 

Advertising Bureau and chaired by Mike Weatherley, MP for Hove and Portslade. 

 

Omni-channel retailing 

 

Dominic Allen opened his address with a hypothetical account of upgrading his Sony Bravia TV to a 

new model with 3D and built-in Wi-Fi. It was a graphical illustration of how technology enables the 

Internet and high street experience to be integrated to the benefit of the consumer. While he accepted 

that some of the scenario might be fanciful, all the technology to deliver integrated service and 

information exists today. 

 

This technology is changing and re-shaping the high street – a high street that is undoubtedly 

experiencing an upheaval. An abundance of information online offering near perfect price 

transparency is great for shoppers but can be a tough challenge for high street vendors. A recent 

Economist article reported that the percentage of retail spending captured by town centres was down 

from 49.4% to 42.5% as consumers turn to out-of-town shopping centres and online purchases. “But”, 

suggested Dominic Allen, “claiming that the online age is bad for the high street is a bit like arguing 

that electricity is bad for manufacturing in the 19
th

 Century, as it reshaped production techniques and 

drove the second industrial revolution”. Retailers who embrace the new reality of a ruthlessly 

demanding connected consumer will thrive. Next reported a 3.1% increase in sales from August to 

Christmas, but it was driven by the Internet. In-store sales fell 2.7%. The channel mix was adjusted, 

but Next’s business grew overall, helped by eCommerce. Online retail can be highly profitable. A 

recent Harvard Business Review report placed Amazon’s 5-year average return on investment at 17% 

vs 6% for department stores. Online retail sales were up 14% YoY in 2011. Online sales now account 

for 12% of UK total retail sales – the highest in Europe. There is no doubt that online offers a source 

of strong growth and profitability amid a tough macro economic environment. The typical shopper, 

struggling with inflation and muted wage growth wants the best deal, more information and to make 

better decisions. The Internet is giving them the opportunity to realise these demands providing vast 

choice, ease of search, product reviews and recommendations. And it is so convenient: it is accessible 

anywhere there is a screen and an Internet connection. eCommerce changes the game. Dominic Allen 

pointed out, “With my mobile in my hand there’s no friction to me being in your online store, or your 

competitors’. In fact, while I’m in your high street I might receive a geo-targeted coupon from your 

competitor offering me 10% off in the next hour”. This is a radically different dynamic, placing 

different demands on high street vendors. They have to re-imagine the consumer purchase tunnel and 
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figure out how to win at every stage of the new consumer journey. The exponential growth in the 

power of technology is sweeping away old models and business norms. 

 

Dominic Allon described these new consumer journeys: to win now on the high street you have to 

master stores, websites, direct mail, email, video conferencing, call centres, TV, mobile, online chat, 

networked appliances, social, video-on-demand, search, ad networks, ad exchanges and more. From 

managing a single high street presence, shopkeepers now need to manage a whole range of channels – 

this is multi-channel retailing, or as Dominic Allon preferred, omni-channel retailing. From this 

perspective, the demands are radically different, a need to integrate disparate channels into a single, 

seamless experience – one unified customer-facing proposition: common pricing and messaging 

across all channels from ‘same store sales’ and ‘sales per square foot’ to ‘lifetime value’ and ‘net 

promoter score’ telling retailers how well they are doing with their customers. From ‘this is how 

we’ve always done things’ to a ‘test and learn’ philosophy’. Expanding horizons to encompass 

eCommerce transactions transforms the concept of customer engagement from a few minutes in store 

to a week or even month-long conversation across many channels. Recently commissioned research 

showed the average online ‘path to purchase’ is 27 days in the clothing category, involving an average 

six separate searches and visits to seven websites. These ‘multi-click’ journeys account for 42% online 

sales and are worth 8% more than average. 

 

Dominic Allon argued that online/offline are better together. Online campaigns drive significant store 

footfall. A recent Vodaphone campaign resulted in 1.75 in-store visits for every online connection. 

Once consumers hit the high street, retailers looking to the future will exploit the key advantage they 

have over pureplays and turn stores into competitive assets, providing an enriching, emotionally 

engaging experience benefiting from and informed by online engagement and insights. Stores are still 

the primary point of purchase: eCommerce insights and customer service make them better. The value 

exchange works in reverse too. Online drives store sales, but stores can improve online sales volume 

too. One European retailer recently reported that it captures 5% online sales close to store, but 3% 

elsewhere. The mindset changes from ‘I want to sell you stuff’ to ‘I want to help you find what you 

need, when and how it suits you’, whether you are in my store or on the move. 

 

It is not just big businesses that can benefit. Small and medium-sized businesses are spearheading the 

online innovation phenomenon. The Internet lowers the barriers to innovation and has been embraced 

big time by the small business sector. 

 

Dominic Allon quoted Napoleon’s view that we were a nation of shopkeepers. “Now”, he suggested, 

“we are a nation of digital shopkeepers”. A recent BCG report saw small and medium-sized businesses 

with an online shopfront grow eight times faster and enjoy double average international sales. 

eCommerce will help the high street when online and offline come together, exceeding consumer 

expectations. 

 

Haves and have-nots 

 

Opposing the motion, Matt Stringer, Managing Director, The Carphone Warehouse, presented a 

long list of recent closures on the high street. 810 stores had closed in addition to companies such as 

Blacks and HMV which were in ‘intensive care’. Not only traditional shops are affected – Thomas 

Cook is under pressure. When Napoleon said we were a nation of shopkeepers he was actually adding 

to what Adam Smith had said in ‘A wealth of nations’ in 1776: “To found a great empire for the sole 

purpose of raising up a people of customers, may at first sight appear a project fit only for a nation of 

shopkeepers. It is, however a project altogether unfit for a nation of shopkeepers, but extremely fit for 

a nation whose government is influenced by shopkeepers”. 

 

But where Napoleon failed Amazon has triumphed.  On 5 December, referred to as Cyber Monday, 

they took 3 million orders, a 30% increase. People are shopping online. Kindle, Amazon’s top product 

gives them further opportunities to shop online.  But Amazon is not alone. Close to Christmas, many 

household names were doing very well online whilst their store-based business suffered. Companies 
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like Dixons, M & S, Next and JLP all reported higher sales online than in-store. The trend is pretty 

clear. Mobile people shop on mobile devices. Technology is in the hands of the people – the i-pad is in 

the hands of the consumer. In the music industry players have completely revolutionised the market, 

leading to problems in HMV and changes in W H Smith. 

 

How has this hit the high street? If we look at projections to 2020 there will be 27% reduced sales in 

shopping centres, 21% less retail space and 31% fewer stores. Figures published in September showed 

1 in 7 shops are empty.  The high street will not disappear, but within a shrinking total, there will be 

winners and losers. The losers are the dead end high streets with empty units. These are the high 

streets with no quality, no interested shoppers, no bustle or energy – distressed town centres without 

banks, post offices and healthy food options. The winners are the glossy shopping centres 

masquerading as part of the leisure industry, with their large ranges, ‘touch and feel’ offers and 

convenience of pick-up. 80% of consumers are within driving range of such attractive retail 

destinations.  

 

The government must be worried about the demise of the high street. Adam Smith suggested that 

government was helping shopping in 1776. What about now? The government has brought in Mary 

Portas as consultant and although she has great ideas, the trend of the downfall of the high street is not 

likely to change. Oxford Street and Regent Street are not representative examples of high street 

activity. The demise of the high street has a societal impact – resulting in haves and have nots – 

different sides of the tracks.  

 

While in-store will always be preferred for certain products, the Internet is great for shoppers, but it is 

not great for the high street. 

 

ROPO 

 

Seconding the motion, Richard Eyre, Chairman of the Internet Advertising Bureau, confessed 

that he is a shopaholic – he loves shopping. Almost the day after he accepted the brief to propose this 

debate topic, there were adjacent news stories in the business pages – eBay had announced fourth 

quarter earnings up to $790 million and Peacock’s the fashion retailer, founded in 1884 and employing 

9,500 people had gone into administration. 

 

He argued that those members of the high street who see eCommerce as the enemy or something to be 

resisted will bring upon themselves what they most fear. eCommerce is an essential component of 

success for the high street, without which its failure is assured. The online customer gets choice, ease 

of comparison, probably a price advantage – or at least the reassurance that he or she is buying for the 

best available price. If we’re logged in, we also get remembered by the site and the best of them act 

like a brilliant salesman, recalling what we bought before, making recommendations and showing us 

things that people like us also bought. In-store, we get hands-on, touchy feely, and the instant 

gratification of taking home our new acquisition rather than having to wait for that little card that says 

they tried to deliver when we were out. The operation of a great deal of eCommerce is still much to be 

desired. – this despite the fact that the website is the biggest and most profitable store for pretty much 

every high street retailer. So since it is the flagship, shouldn’t retailers make it the optimum customer 

experience? This is clearly not the case yet – when retailers charge a premium for Saturday delivery 

and other tactics that are all about what works for them, and not what works best for the consumers. 

However, a growing number like Zappos pays for free shipping both ways, which means you can buy 

shoes from them three pairs at a time, your size, a half size up and a half size down and send two back 

– an improvement of the truly awful high street experience of buying shoes. This kind of service is the 

benchmark to which other must aspire. There are some products that you are never going to buy online 

without trying them in-store – perfume, pillows, cars, sofas, and mobile phones. So-called ROPO – 

‘research offline, purchase online’ is not kind to the business model of the high street retailer whose P 

& L contains all the property and staff costs, but whose income is being siphoned off to the cheapest 

possible supplier. 
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There are two possible responses to this. To add qualities to the in-store experience that are not 

available online. Personal shopping – the kind of personal attention that you get in a Carphone 

Warehouse unit, where you really need an expert to guide you through the range of devices, operators 

and plans available. Other additions to the in-store experience might be offering a different kind of 

guarantee for the high street shopper or better rewards to help shift the balance away from ROPO. But 

far more convincing are the retailers which have turned the in-store experience into a special occasion 

e.g. the Apple Store and Niketown. Going to these places is an experience that the shopper could not 

possibly reproduce online. It’s an experience that builds the brand. “And”, asked Richard Eyre, “Don’t 

you love Waterstone’s? Even the spectacular efficiency of the Amazon machine cannot substitute for 

20 minutes to slump in one of those fat sofas with a pile of books to trail”. 

 

Great experiences generate conversations, as people share what happened to them. Social networks are 

about conversations and stories, about people sharing experiences with other people. Great 

experiences thus get multiplied around connected communities. They feature high in search results and 

influence online shoppers in favour of the great connected brands which created them. Efficient 

though the online experience is, it is not a patch on the real, in-person, touchy-feeling, theme park, and 

being-there experience of a great store. Get that right and the high street retailer can inspire countless 

stories of great high street experiences which feed powerfully into the omni-channel relationship with 

the retail brand.  

 

Richard Eyre stressed the impact of the mobile phone on this debate. The smart-phone can bring data 

and information with the customer as he or she roams the high street. It can allow retailers to 

customise experience, functioning like an electronic ID card, recognising that the customer is in the 

neighbourhood and offering special deals. This is a major upgrade on the high street experience, which 

will add significant benefit to the high street side of the equation. 

 

eCommerce is a fact of life. It is not a passing trend. Great retailers are embracing it and those who are 

not adopting it whole-heartedly are putting their businesses at risk. Brand management and especially 

retailing now demands the management of every touchpoint with the consumer, through search, social, 

mobile, website and bricks and mortar. 

 

eCommerce is an essential component of success for the high street, without which its continuing 

relevance is uncertain or unlikely. “In short”, concluded Richard Eyre, “Ecommerce is the saviour of 

the high street”. 

 

Innovation 

 

Seconding the opposition, Paul Martin, Managing Director, Planet Retail did not see eCommerce 

as the saviour of the high street. The high street, once the centre and marketplace, is now in decline. 

There is now too much retail space on the high street. In the last four years there has been a decline of 

17 million square feet of physical space and this trend is set to continue.  187 retailers died in the UK 

last year and there are more deaths to come. Overall the retail market expanded by only 2%. Retail is 

changing and retailers are struggling to keep up with the change. Consumers want innovation and an 

integrated business model e.g. the showroom only branch of House of Fraser, Aberdeen Store, Google 

store London, Ebay. According to Paul Martin innovation will be the saviour of the high street. 

 

eCommerce is certainly growing and it is cannibalising sales from the high street. There is no single-

channel solution: the balance of power has shifted and the consumer is firmly in charge and wants 

convenience. Retailers would call this a multi-channel offering, but at the moment very few retailers 

are doing this successfully. They need to integrate their business methods. Consumers want to choose 

how they shop, and retailers have no choice. 

 

There are large difficulties to be faced in operating profitable grocery eCommerce business – 

significant organisational changes are required. Tesco’s eCommerce is profitable but many other 

grocery businesses are not making money out this channel. 
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The question is not ‘is eCommerce positive or negative’ but is it the saviour of the high street? The 

high street is much more than just retail – it should be a marketplace and a meeting place. 

 

Paul Martin summarised the key aspects that needed to change if the high street is to prosper:  

 

 innovation;  

 investment: financial strength. The game has changed around how much debt can be carried; 

 great brands; 

  removals of barriers; 

 adherence to a service culture – offering what the consumer wants. 

 

Paul Martin concluded that eCommerce is not the saviour of the high street. Retailers need to do much 

more to save their sector. 

 

Discussion from the floor 
 

The following contributions were made: 

 

For the motion 

 

 There has been a malaise in the high street for some time. eCommerce is making it better. 

Innovations driving the high street are making it more competitive. 

 The debate seems to have moved away from the death of the little guy. eCommerce provides 

an opportunity for the little guy. He can harness eCommerce and reach people all over the 

world. This makes it more of a level playing field and could be a revolution for the high street. 

This is great for the consumer and good for the small businesses who beforehand would be 

failing. 

 The criticisms about eCommerce do not hold water. The high street is letting itself down 

because of lack of service. Shops need to improve: they are dying because of bad service. 

 The contributor was from a generation which did not use the computer as a means of 

communication. Who is catering for the large proportion of the population who are retired? 

They may have hand-held computers but this does not necessarily mean they know what is 

happening in the high street. If the contributor looks to the future he is for the motion, but the 

high street can rejuvenate itself if it makes contact with prospective customers. 

 The high street is a community. After last summer’s riots, people put out stalls in the streets. 

However, this is not the usual experience of the high street. Online is providing an opportunity 

to make better-informed decisions before going to the high street. 

 We need to work together. You can order online and go into the shop to collect. 

 The contributor referred to the toyshop revolution – he cited a new type of jigsaw with a 

virtual facility. eCommerce can add to ordinary products. 

 

Against the motion 

 

 The contributor suggested that the debate was between wistful optimism and cold hard facts. 

Businesses were failing and people were losing their jobs. There was a great deal of difference 

between visiting an Apple store and shopping on the high street. We have to understand why 

people prefer to have a dialogue with a screen than shop in-store. But it is going to take a lot 

more than eCommerce to revive the high street. 

 Market research in the retail sector shows that eCommerce has resulted in a significant change 

in the way people shop. Four or five years ago, shopping was a retail therapy experience. 

Nowadays people tend to shop when they need to, taking advantage of loyalty schemes and 

promotions. Shopping online is cheaper and provides a wider range. In the first week of 
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December 2011 almost all the retail outlets in Oxford Street had special offers. If Oxford 

Street is struggling the high street has not much chance. 

 The contributor suggested that eCommerce was a train that had run out of control. He 

compared mobile phones to the ubiquitous remote control. In less than three years mobile 

phones will take over. 11% traffic is now coming from mobile phones. You can touch an 

image and have the product delivered to your door at your convenience without going to the 

high street at all. 

 Human beings like to be associated with other human beings. They like the cosiness of the 

high street. People react to an environment rather than to individual products. 

 

Uncommitted 

 The contributor made a plea for broadening the appeal of the high street, making it a 

venue for cultural discussion and neighbourhood concerns. He commended Carphone 

Warehouse as a first class outlet, making a journey to the high street worthwhile. 

 The contributor referred to the new technology world where we are all linked up. 

However, he noted that if EU regulation goes through, online retailers will find that new 

Data Protection Regulations could prevent them from using data from consumers. 

 

Summing up 
 

Summing up for the opposition, Matt Stringer commented that Waterstone’s was in intensive 

care. 

 

The innovative store outlets such as Niketown are not in the average high street. 

 

He suggested that Amazon is the most rapacious company in leveraging the high street, taking 

business away, not helping to save it. Aggregators providing cost comparison sites in the 

insurance and car sales sectors are also undermining the high street. 

 

With the technical devices available we don’t need to go to the store to get best value and 

convenience. 

 

Summing up for the motion Dominic Allon pointed out that retail has been through revolutions 

before: department stores, discount stores. The truth is that without eCommerce the failure of the 

high street is assured. The impact of technology is irresistible, enabling the consumer to make 

choices. The exponential growth of technology will drive cheaper devices and result in a spur to 

innovation, enabling the high street retailer to reach his potential and champion small businesses. 

 

“Are you going to move on or move backwards?” asked Dominic Allon. Online offers high street 

stores a source of growth, enhanced profitability, superior customer insight and service. When 

smart integration allows high street stores not just to meet, but to exceed customer expectations, 

eCommerce truly helps the high street. 

 

The result 
 

The motion was carried. 

 

Next debate 

 

The next debate will take place on Monday 26
th

 March 2012 sponsored by Thinkbox. For more 

details contact Doreen Blythe, Debating Group Secretary, on 020 8202 5854, e-mail: 

doreen.blythe22@btinternet.com  www.debatinggroup.org.uk 

 


