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Shop Direct: making good things 
easily accessible to more people

Announcing the end of the Littlewoods catalogue, Shop Direct has called time on an 

eighty-year history while fully opening the door to 1:1 digital personalisation. 

Emma Herrod speaks to the company’s Deputy CEO, Gareth Jones, about the changes.

S
HOP DIRECT has grown out of 

the catalogue businesses of the 

Littlewoods and GUS groups, which 

offered credit facilities that enabled 

shoppers to buy items and pay off a set amount 

each week. From 15 contact centres, 17 brand 

fascias and lots of employees across different 

headquarters, the company has undergone a 

major transformation in recent years.

Brands have been integrated, contact 

centres closed and the headquarters of what 

has become the Shop Direct Group centred 

on a former aircraft hangar at Liverpool’s old 

Speke airport. By 2010, 75% of the company’s 

sales came from online and the migration of 

customers to digital channels has continued 

apace. It has since replatformed to ATG10, 

and mobile has taken over from desktop with 

more than 70% of traffi c now coming via this 

channel and over half of sales. 

The company launched the Very.co.uk 

digital department store back in 2009. It 

has been developing the brand and during 

London Fashion week in February this year 

unveiled Very Exclusive to bring top-end 

high street and aspirational labels to its 

credit customers. With a more inspirational, 

content-heavy approach, the site – which is 

completely new and different to its others 

– includes items from 150 brands including 

Marc by Marc Jacobs, Karl Lagerfeld, Joseph 

and Karen Millen. According to Gareth Jones, 

Deputy CEO and Group Chief Operating 

Offi cer at Shop Direct, it has been well 
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Shop Direct’s journey shows the evolution 

from catalogue to personalisation online.



received by shoppers: “It’s going well, as 

planned: it’s working.” 

He adds that the company continues to 

review the assortment; designer handbags, 

shoes, belts and scarves are all selling well. 

Brands are queuing up to come onboard; 

Whistles, LK Bennett and Paul Smith are the 

latest names to appear on Very Exclusive for 

the autumn season. “We’re surprised at how 

well it has been received by brands,” says 

Jones, who reveals that they’ve had to turn 

down some labels wanting their merchandise 

to be offered on the site.

Shop Direct is coming into its own as 

a go-to retailer rather than being seen as 

a necessary place to shop by consumers 

needing its credit offering. Although its origins 

are in the credit market, it is now seeing an 

increase in ‘cash’ customers – those who pay 

via debit or credit card or PayPal – with most 

new ones paying for their purchases as they 

place their order. “It’s the biggest part of new 

business,” says Jones, adding: “It’s no surprise 

people are turning up with their debit cards as 

we become a better retailer.”

MISS VERY

As with every retailer today, Jones says that the 

customer is at the heart of everything it does. 

That customer even has a name – Miss Very – 

and she, along with various other personas, 

is displayed around Shop Direct’s offices 

to remind everyone of who they are and to 

strengthen their connection with them. Miss 

Very herself is in her mid-twenties upwards 

with a household income of between £17,000 

and £27,000. She buys for her family and 

home before herself but loves brands, which 

is why the company continues to increase 

the number available via its Very.co.uk site. 

It’s part of its mantra of ‘selling good things, 

easily accessible to more people’ as Shop 

Direct works towards becoming a world-class 

digital retailer. “Everything we do relates back 

to it,” says Jones of the company’s promise to 

its customers.

KNOWING THE CUSTOMER

The big push at the moment relates to the 

‘easily accessible’ part and is what Jones 

refers to as “the secret sauce going forward”; 

using the data it holds on customers to 

personalise the experience – not just in terms 

of navigation, products shown, messaging and 

recommendations but the journey itself and 

all in real time.

Shop Direct knows a lot about its five million 

customers. “We know who they are and how 

they pay,” says Jones. The company also knows 

how much they can afford to spend – especially 

with new affordability rules governing how 

financial companies assess whether shoppers 

can be given credit, how much and whether 

they are able to pay it back.

Using a cloud-based Hadoop data 

environment, which the company refers to 

as its Data Hub and was developed in-house 

by its IT team, Shop Direct will be utilising 

the information to increasingly personalise 

the service for customers. Jones explains that 

it has travelled to Israel and Silicon Valley to 

consult leading tech companies while also 

speaking with people in industries that are 

“born out of data,” such as gambling and 

telecoms. Because the Data Hub is based 

in the cloud it means that it’s free and agile 

enough to be pulled into the front end.

Sitting on top of this is a data scientist 

sandpit from which the in-house team can 

look for patterns. Jones explains how Shop 

INTERVIEW

Cash customers 

are the biggest 

part of new 

business

www.internetretailing.net | July 2015 | 11



Direct has invested in SAS Analytics 

from which it can build algorithms 

to work with the granular level of 

data it holds in order to develop 

the customer experience. The 

company has also invested in a SAS 

rules-based engine. His view is that 

while the technology is available 

to everyone, the secrets are within 

the algorithms and the responses to 

them. By building and testing the 

algorithms themselves, he believes 

that Shop Direct will be 2 – 3 years 

ahead of the rest of the industry. 

The company plans to use this 

data to offer the world’s most 

personalised digital stores, giving 

customers a better experience 

in real-time, initially when they 

visit the Very site but ultimately across all 

communications and touchpoints. 

PERSONALISATION

Alongside the data team, a personalisation 

acceleration team was put into place eighteen 

months ago to work on specific issues on 

Very. The team, which comprises staff from 

head office, IT, marketing, ecommerce 

and data, have worked on a project that’s 

resulted in each customer being served 

up one of 1.2 million different homepages 

when they visit the site. A large amount of 

testing and learning has been carried out and 

this is now ready to be taken into real-time 

personalisation online. 

Everything from messaging, to navigation 

order, categories, brands, delivery and sizes 

displayed is personalised to the user, along 

with the actual assortment on gallery pages and 

product recommendations. Even the customer 

journey can be personalised to an extent.

This means that the twenty-something who 

mostly shops with Very for fashion items will 

be greeted with their favourite brands on 

the homepage whilst another shopper who 

has recently been purchasing homeware will 

see electrical and homeware offers. The 1.2 

million versions of the homepage that it can 

serve up to its customers is based on which of 

the Very suite of promotional messages is used 

and in what position.

Even something as simple as the weather 

is used along with a person’s name, if it’s 

known. By the end of 2015, the number 

of possible homepages will have risen to 

3.5 million. It’s all based on segmentation 

and propensity models with the algorithm 

producing 200 million promotion affinity 

scores which rank the relevance of offers for 

each customer.

Tailored homepages are just one 

part of Shop Direct’s major push into 

personalisation. The navigation across 

all of its websites alters according to the 

browsing behaviour and purchase history of 

individual customers, so they see an order 

to the different department categories based 

on their relevance to them. Customers who 

regularly search its sites for children’s items, 

for example, will be presented first with the 

toys and the child and baby categories, at the 

far left of the navigation panel.

This initiative alone has delivered a 

significant uplift in conversion and has added 

£5m to its top line in its current financial year.

In addition, Shop Direct’s suite of 

algorithms also recommends categories that 

the customer is likely to be interested in based 

on the behaviour of similar shoppers. For 

example, customers who browse furniture 

regularly could see the homewares category 

prominently, regardless of whether they’ve 

shopped it before, because it has proved 

popular with similar shoppers.

Also, the assortment shown on gallery 

pages is personalised to each customer with 

Very able to get down to a one-to-one level 

with customers. “Customers are drowning 

in choice,” says Jones. They end up having 

to wade through many dresses on a page to 

find the exact red dress they want to buy, only 

to find out that it’s out of stock in their size 

once they’ve clicked through to the product 

page. Personalisation, therefore, is tackling 

a real customer problem and Very aims to 
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make it easier for everyone to find what they 

are looking for. If the shopper’s clothing size 

is known, then items which aren’t available 

in their size don’t appear; if their preferred 

brands are known, then items from those 

brands are shown first. 

Obviously, it’s easier to provide 

personalisation if the customer has signed in 

since the system can use all the information it 

has about them. Shop Direct is also working 

with cookie and IP data to personalise the 

experience for every shopper to some extent. 

Plus it uses retargeting through the myThings 

mobile-compatible ad platform, so it can 

collect more data from shoppers based on 

how they responded to this. 

Shoppers can therefore be tracked across 

device, using myThings and the Speed-

Trap data capture system from Celebrus 

Technologies to append IP addresses. 

The personalisation initiatives are expected 

to add over £20m in sales for Shop Direct in 

its current financial year.

Jones warns, though, that the profitability 

of a customer cannot be used as the main KPI. 

“Engagement means happier customers,” he 

says, and improving the customer experience 

and removing friction means customers are 

more satisfied. “Lifetime value is a goal, but 

we do need to make sure we are using data to 

create an experience that’s more personalised 

to give a better experience.”

Where Shop Direct is changing customer 

journeys it is asking them to rate the new 

experience by picking a face from a series 

of images with expressions ranging from 

frowning to smiling. Jones believes that 

ultimately a better experience in the long term 

leads to increased profits. 

TESTING

Shop Direct isn’t leaving anything to chance 

or to gut feeling. In January 2014, it set up 

its own UX lab at its Liverpool head office so 

it could bring testing in house and ramp it 

up. The lab comprises two rooms connected 

by a one-way mirror and equipped with 

cameras and microphones. On one side of 

the mirror is a room set designed to make 

the customer feel at home. It includes a sofa, 

TV and desk with laptop computer. Shop 

Direct people can watch them from the other 

room, see closely what they are doing with 

the keyboard, use eye tracking to discover 

what they are looking at or turn on the TV 

and watch them second screening from the 
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sofa. What is also making a big difference is 

that the project owner can be involved in the 

tests, watching and listening to customers.

Everything is now tested before it goes live 

on the site. With mobile accounting for over 

three quarters of traffic and more than half of 

sales, Jones explains that the company runs a 

mobile first testing strategy. Jones also points 

out that 50% of what happens on mobile is on 

the product page.

Rather than testing a number of changes with 

customers in one session, each one is tested 

individually, followed by A/B testing before 

anything goes live on the site. Around 100 tests 

are run each month with one customer being 

monitored in the UX lab at a time. Although 

when looking at furniture on the site, the UX 

team bought in couples so that their interactions 

could be viewed together since that is how many 

furniture purchases are made. One thousand 

tests will have been run by the end of this year 

and testing will be ramped up to 150 a month 

over the next financial year.

“It takes away ambiguity,” says Jones of the 

testing, while also removing ‘hippo’ (highest 

paid person’s opinion) decisions. The only 

person whose opinion matters is Miss Very, 

the core Very customer. Even then, sometimes 

what Miss Very says she does is different to 

how she actually behaves online. 

Gut feel and opinions are what has driven 

the tests to be run in the first place but now 

the company always has the facts to back up 

those opinions. The UX lab throws up issues 

that haven’t been spotted elsewhere while 

testing other parts of the site, so there’s a 

continual list of things that could be tested 

that need to be prioritised. “About a third 

of tests win, one third fail and a third are 

inconclusive,” comments Jones. 

FUTURE

Moving forward, Shop Direct is strengthening 

its branded product offering by adding new 

names to Very as it strives to keep market share 

and head off its main competitors, Next and 

Argos. Warehouse, Coast, River Island, Wallis 

and Miss Selfridge are the latest to join the 

900 brands sold on Very, and Very Exclusive is 

fulfilling expectations, according to Jones. 

Business focus is now firmly on the two 

main brands of Very and Littlewoods as it 

“manages the decline across some of the other 

heritage brands”. 

Jones says that the company has no plans 

to open physical stores, saying “we’ve not 

been encouraged by what we’ve heard from 

others”. The company has a big opportunity 

in the UK. It kick-started its transformation 

from a catalogue business into a world-

class digital retailer two years ago and the 

strategy has been paying dividends; the 

retailer recorded a 512% jump in pre-tax 

profits to £40.4m in its last financial year. 

The growth is driven by the performance of 

Very.co.uk, which now turns over more than 

£800m per annum.

 Over the past 12 months, the combined 

effects of personalisation and the connected 

programme of testing has led to an increase 

in sales of close to £32m. This has now 

switched to real-time and the company aims 

to keep site speed under the two-second 

load time. It already has plenty of chances 

to communicate with customers on an 

individual basis when it thanks them for their 

order, keeps them apprised of their delivery 

and talks to them about their account, and 

personalisation will take everything to a new 

level with personalised messaging seen as a 

major opportunity. 

Shop Direct’s customers are happy for it to 

use the information they hold on them to ease 

their journey and set default options but, as 

Jones explains, the company is wary of the fact 

that they don’t want this journey interrupted. 

“They just want the right experience from 

day one,” he says, so it has to get it right first 

time. With eighty years’ experience and the 

customer driving every change, it looks like 

Shop Direct is well on its way to meeting its 

digital ambitions.

Hear more from Gareth Jones when he’s 

joined by fellow Shop Direct Directors 

Jonathan Wall, Director – eCommerce and 

Dan Rubel, Group Strategy & Communications 

Director, in a unique three-way Keynote to 

open the inaugural eDelivery Conference on 

13 October. Discover more at  

www.edeliveryconference.com
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THE FINAL CURTAIN
Woolworths, the brand that Shop Direct bought in 2009 and relaunched as 

on online-only brand, is being wound down with customer accounts moved 

across to Very as the company focuses on investing in its bigger brands. While 

Woolworths has grown steadily under Shop Direct’s ownership, it is its smallest 

digital department store and there’s a crossover between the two brands with 

more than a third of Woolworths customers holding a Very.co.uk account.

Ladybird has helped make Shop Direct’s digital department stores a 

destination for mums, says the company. It is the group’s largest childrenswear 

brand with sales soaring under its ownership.

Growth has been driven by its performance at Very.co.uk, where Ladybird 

sales have surged 200% since the acquisition.
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ADVERTORIAL: BRONTO

Nine Technical Website Tips to  
Help Shoppers Become Buyers

By Beth Perry, Commerce Marketing Blog Editor

Y
OU’VE INVESTED time 

and money in creating 

a product range that’s 

second to none, and even 

more on advertising and marketing, 

but you’re still not seeing the online 

sales you’d like. Worse still, people are 

visiting your website but leaving after 

browsing only a few pages, or they add 

items to their shopping basket only to 

abandon it altogether.

Sound familiar? If so, you need 

ways to ensure your site is increasing 

shopper engagement and helping 

them make it all the way through the 

checkout process.

Take a look at these technical basics:

1. EVALUATE YOUR PAGE LOAD SPEEDS.

How fast do your pages load? If your 

website is less than a few years old, 

you probably take it for granted that 

it will pass this test. But be honest 

– when did you last test them? And 

have you tested them across all 

devices, not just on desktops? Slow 

load times can drive busy shoppers 

away and may reduce your ranking 

in search results.

2. ESTABLISH CLEAR BROWSER 

REQUIREMENTS.

To encourage conversions, your site 

must look good and perform well 

on all the major browsers on all key 

devices. Make sure your site developer 

understands your company’s platform 

and browser requirements and 

updates your site accordingly.

3. BE CONSISTENT.

Some shoppers prefer to browse on 

their tablets in front of the TV rather 

than booting up their laptop. Others 

may shop on their mobiles but feel 

more comfortable using a desktop or 

laptop to complete the transaction. 

Your site should offer a consistent look 

and feel across devices and browsers 

and make the transition between 

devices easy.

4. THINK ABOUT SCREEN SIZE.

To give consumers the best possible 

experience, it’s imperative that your 

website be fully responsive. If it isn’t, 

your site will also likely suffer in mobile 

search results and overall site traffic. 

So if you haven’t already addressed 

this issue, it’s time to get started. Your 

business may depend on it.

5. TEST, TEST, TEST.

Take the guesswork out of optimising 

your website by incorporating A/B 

testing. It helps you validate your 

changes by showing exactly what effect 

they have on your key performance 

indicators. Even when you see 

negative results, you can learn from 

them and use that information to 

influence future changes.

6. KEEP IT LIGHT AND EASY.

Some shoppers are nervous about 

buying online. They may lack 

confidence in buying from a website 

they haven’t visited before or a vendor 

they’ve never heard of. To attract their 

business, make your checkout process 

clear and easy to follow. Explain the 

process on your home page and in 

other obvious intersections on the way 

to checkout.

7. OUTLINE PAYMENT AND DELIVERY OPTIONS 

EARLY IN THE CHECKOUT PROCESS.

There are few things more irritating 

than getting to the final checkout only 

to find that delivery costs are more 

than you expected, your item won’t 

arrive in time or your payment method 

isn’t accepted. For a first-time visitor, 

this may drive them away forever. 

8. INCLUDE UNIQUE SELLING 

PROPOSITIONS.

It may be hard to differentiate your 

product from your competitors’ 

– you may be selling the same 

product at more or less the same 

price. But your product may be 

more compelling when paired 

with free delivery, more attractive 

payment options or a price promise. 

Make these offers clear well before 

checkout. If not generally across the 

site, then at least feature them on 

individual product pages.

9. OFFER CUSTOMER SERVICE OPTIONS 

AND CONTACT DETAILS.

There are plenty of benefits to 

getting your customers to buy 

online, but it’s better that they buy 

from you through another channel 

than not at all. If a shopper has 

questions about a product or the 

purchase process, make it easy for 

them to reach out to you. Provide 

help and support, such as telesales 

or chat. Shoppers may be more apt 

to buy once their questions have 

been answered.

USE THESE TIPS TO MAKE IT PERSONAL

These tips can help you can make 

the shopping experience uniquely 

suited to each shopper. Remember 

that new and returning shoppers have 

different needs and expectations when 

visiting your site, and you should 

address them both. This requires an 

infrastructure that can identify your 

customers and then personalise the 

site accordingly.

New shoppers may need more 

encouragement to buy and more 

information about payment and 

delivery options early in their visit, 

while existing customers may find too 

much of this information annoying 

and see it as clutter. They may respond 

better, or buy more, if they see other 

messages or linked products.

Personalisation is a broad topic, 

but you generally need to study the 

journey for many types of shoppers 

and consider how you can improve 

and personalise their experience 

on each page. Build your site to 

allow the flexibility to change, and 

continue A/B testing to determine 

the best strategy.

Originally published on Bronto’s 

Commerce Marketing Blog. 
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JD Sports: eff ective 

and effi  cient 

cross-channel services

JD SPORTS TAKES its place in the Elite group of 

retailers for the Mobile and Cross-Channel Dimension 

because it provides mobile shoppers with the tools they 

need in order to buy the devices they carry around with 

them, and because it eff ectively bridges the gap between 

the store and online. Shoppers can, for example, order 

online or from a mobile device to collect from any 

JD Sports store. The company delivers ecommerce 

orders to more than 600 JD Sports stores, as well as to 

alternative collection points with its group. Shoppers 

can pick up their orders from Blacks, Millets or Scotts 

Menswear stores as well. The free click-and-collect 

service takes between three and fi ve days, with parcels 

available for pick up seven days a week. Returns also 

take place across channels, with customers able to 

return items to a branch of JD Sports or to post them to 

the returns centre. 

The retailer makes it easy to fi nd products through its 

app, fi rst introduced in August 2013, through intuitive 

search and navigation fi lters. The speed of checkout 

was updated in the latest version of the app, released 

in December 2014. Once a shopper has found the item 

being searched for, he or she can, from the product 

page, add it to a multichannel wish list, to the basket, or 

use social-sharing links to enable friends to comment 

on spending plans. App users can locate the nearest 

outlet, whether from a desktop or from a mobile device 

using store fi nder functionality. 

JD Sports’ cross-channel service operates well 

beyond the mobile app. It has taken digital into the 

store, adding kiosks to some of its smaller stores. 

This, said the company in its latest fi nancial results, 

for the half-year to August 2014, “enables customers 

to access a range wider than the physical stores can 

support”. Shoppers can also order items in store for 

home delivery.

The £1.3bn-turnover company trades online and 

through more than 800 stores under a number of brand 

names, including JD Sports, Size?, Blacks, Millets, 

Cloggs and Tessuti. It has also taken its cross-channel 

service well beyond its UK home territory. In its 

half-year results, executive chairman Peter Cowgill said: 

“We have launched country-specifi c JD websites in each 

of the international territories where we have a retail 

presence. This enables us to give the customer in these 

territories a truly multichannel retail experience.” ●

Links

Online helps JD Sports lift turnover and profi ts: 

http://etail.li/casejd

JD SPORTS APP

Available on iOS 

and Android

To explore the methodology behind these fi gures, see page 29

Performance Dimension Reports

Distributed with InternetRetailing magazine, the dimension 
reports look behind the results – at the winning business 
strategies and techniques. Including in-depth case studies as well 
as numerical analysis, these reports are the perfect companion for 
aspiring retailers keen to develop best practice.

Download the free reports today at 

internetretailing.net/iruk

Join the conversation about 

#IRUK500 with @etail

A commercial, comparative performance index of 

ecommerce and multichannel retailers in the UK

              The most comprehensive and 

authoritative measurement of omnichannel 

capability in the retailing world

Robin Phillips, Multichannel Director, Boots
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Where channels meet

InternetRetailing senior researcher 

Martin Shaw outlines what IRUK 

data reveals about mobile and 

cross-channel retail 

APP COMMERCE 

Mobile apps are surprisingly scarce among British 

retailers, perhaps because retailers rely on responsive 

mobile sites to serve mobile visitors. There is added 

value in having an app due to greater responsiveness 

and fewer connectivity issues. Poq Studio reported 

double the conversion rate in its clients’ apps than their 

mobile sites. Yet few retailers choose to off er apps. 

Only 93 (18.6%) of the IRUK 500 off er transactional 

iOS apps, according to our research. Without a doubt 

building a good app is an expensive process, but 

the small uptake is remarkable in a world where, 

according to Affi  liate Window research in December 

2014, 44% of ecommerce traffi  c comes from mobile. 

Much of our ongoing research is now directed towards 

understanding retailers’ reluctance to embrace apps 

(see six mobile KPIs on page 29) but in the meantime a 

fi rst crucial step has been identifying in general terms 

how the Top500 are doing here. Accordingly, in this 

section we review the whole cohort – the broad or 

narrow support for particular app functions, beginning 

with ecommerce’s potential to drive footfall into the 

high street.

27
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›› ›

Researched in collaboration 

with BuiltWith

AT THE HEART of cross-channel retail lies the mobile 

phone. It is a piece of technology customers always have 

at their fi ngertips, even if they don’t make a purchase 

with it. Mobile binds together channels and the 

customer journey. This isn’t just a glib industry truism, 

the facts support it. According to the Samsung Future 

Shoppers Report, published late last year, 44% of 

17-24 year olds, the dominant consumers of tomorrow, 

use their mobiles to research a product while looking at 

it in-store. 

The increase in consumer use is mirrored in website 

design. Data compiled by Knowledge Partner BuiltWith 

shows that 398 (80%) of IRUK 500 websites have 

Viewport Meta tags, meaning that pages will render to a 

mobile-optimised size. This compares favourably to the 

internet as a whole – 24% of the top million websites 

in the world have the tags. The trend towards mobile 

optimisation in websites is very obvious when graphed.

IRUK 2015
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