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According to BoF and McKinsey & Company, 
“adoption of disruptive technologies…is 
accelerating, with the potential to disrupt entire 
industries – including fashion.”i They also note 
that “the modern shopper’s comfort with digital 
channels and content has changed the consumer 
purchase journey from a traditional linear model, 
to a complex journey across online and offline 
touchpoints.” 

How do you accommodate that within your own 
business, and is the challenge – and the answer 
– different if you are an established brand or a 
new entrant to the market? To find the answers, 
where better to look than at the activities of 
successful retailers in both camps. But first, when 
people use ‘disruption’ in business speak, what 
exactly do they mean?

WHAT IS  
‘DISRUPTION’?
When we use the term ‘disruption’, we’re usually 
referring to something that changes the way we 
think and behave, and how we do business and 
go about our day-to-day activities. According 
to Harvard Business School’s disruption guru 
Clayton Christensen, disruption produces 
something new, which is more efficient and 
worthwhile. Producing products or services that 
are simpler, cheaper and/or more convenient 
allows small companies to successfully challenge 
large, established businesses. ii 

However, Christensen warns against using 
the label ‘disruptive innovation’ to describe 

The retail fashion scene is going through major changes as technology impacts 
consumers’ buying habits and brands explore how to build long-lasting relationships 
with their target customers in a constantly shifting online world. The range of options 
available for consumers to interact with retailers presents particular challenges in 
terms of where to invest and in what order. It also raises the question of whether it is 
better for a business to evolve to meet such challenges or to ‘disrupt’.
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any breakthrough that changes an industry’s 
competitive patterns, because not every company 
in a shifting market is truly disruptive, and 
therefore they don’t all need to take the same 
approach.

The challenges that face the fashion industry 
may seem common – for example, how to exploit 
social media, and whether and when to adopt 
multichannel and omnichannel solutions – but 
the strategy does not need to be the same for 
everyone. There are, though, some common 
‘rules’ that every successful retail business would 
do well to consider adopting, whether they want 
to be disruptive or prefer to evolve. 

MOST FASHION 
BUSINESSES EVOLVE – 
AND THAT’S OK
Fashion retailers may grab the headlines – and 
the consumers’ pounds – for many reasons 
when it comes to their designs, some of which 
are definitely ‘disruptive’. But creating and 
maintaining a successful retail business is 
about much more than what the clothes and 
accessories look like, and often the changes 
that are needed are about evolving to match 
consumers’ shopping and browsing preferences.

In a recent poll of fashion retailers, 81% 

considered themselves as evolving gradually 
rather than disrupting the market.iii And that’s 
despite the major changes that many fashion 
brands will have seen internally over the last few 
years and are currently working on. 

“We now stand on the brink of something truly 
amazing, if we think of the computer power, data 
and tools we have to deliver new experiences,” 
suggests Matthew Henton, Head of eCommerce 
at Moss Bros Group. “But here’s the hard bit… 
If you think about the segmentation, customer 
journey mapping, testing and planning, and the 
iterative improvements in the way we talk to 
customers and the way we present our products 
to them. I couldn’t have imagined the technical 
complexity behind this even a few years ago, but 
even so, this doesn’t look like disruption – it looks 
like hard work and iterative progress.”

Moss Bros can certainly lay claim to having been 
a disruptor in retail fashion when it started hiring 
out men’s suits 120 years ago. Even today, this 
service draws consumers into the stores who 
wouldn’t otherwise consider the brand. But its 
21st century approach is about evolving to use 
the digital opportunities to match its continued 
cultural ideal of personal service. 

“Our digital vision is of an imaginary store 
experience that imitates the way retail used to 
be, in which a customer keeps returning over 
their lifetime and the manager knows them 
personally, including their size, preferred fit, 

“We now stand on the 
brink of something truly 
amazing, if we think of the 
computer power, data and 
tools we have to deliver 
new experiences.” Matthew 
Henton, Head of eCommerce, 
Moss Bros Group
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price points, previous purchase and so on, and 
treats them accordingly,” explains Henton. “This 
halcyon vision is an ideal for us to aspire to when 
designing cross-channel experiences and keeps 
us grounded in something that’s deliverable.”

Such recognition gives people a feeling of warmth 
towards a brand and generates loyalty, which is 
valuable in a world where two-thirds of millennials 
say they are willing to switch brands for a discount 
of 30% or more. iv Making shopping easier and 
more personalised also aligns with the advice of 
user experience authority Steve Krug in the title of 
his seminal work “Don’t Make Me Think” v, written 
before the emergence of eCommerce and social 
media, but still entirely apt. 

“Any cognitive effort we require from customers 
is going to lead to friction, dissatisfaction and 
poorer user experience, and ultimately a weaker 
conversion rate,” opines Henton.

ADOPT CORE 
PRINCIPLES FIRST
Whether or not you want to be a disruptor, there 
are some core principles that successful brands – 
new and old – agree on. Here are just a few.

Customers expect omnichannel
First, there’s the obvious need to address the 

availability of products through multiple channels, 
with the ultimate aim of tying everything 
together into a true omnichannel experience for 
consumers, who want to use a variety of channels 
to find out about and buy products. And they 
don’t want to repeat themselves across channels 
– for them, you are one brand, irrespective of 
how they interact with you at any time. 

“If you’re still thinking about various ‘channels’, 
you’re out of date,” suggests Tony Drockton, 
CEO of US handbag brand Hammitt. “It’s just one 
customer seeking a great experience. It’s about 
brand integrity – as well as product and price 
integrity.”

Be careful about your user interface design
You should be presenting a clearly recognisable 
common face to the world, but that doesn’t mean 
you can simply use the same thing across every 
channel, as people interact with them in different 
ways. You need to work hard behind the scenes 
to make sure they don’t have to work at all when 
they explore what you have to offer. 

“You need to pay attention to content versus 
context – when, where and how you are showing 
your content,” say Erik Bergström, CEO of Grand 
Frank. “You can’t use exactly the same content on 
every channel; for example videos on Facebook 
need to be subtitled as people are more likely 
to play them without sound than they are when 
watching them on YouTube.”

“Anything physical that can 
introduce your brand to new 
customers is worth it if it’s cost-
effective. But make sure your 
physical implementation doesn’t 
disappoint people who know 
your online brand.”  
Howard Harrison, CEO and  
Co-founder, Knomo
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Be nimble
“We need to be quick to understand our 
customers’ behaviour, so we can consider, for 
example, why – and when – they might make a 
second purchase,” says Akin Onal, Founder and 
CEO of baby essentials company MORI. “We need 
to do everything we can to get a second chance at 
a sale. However, it’s not just about what you know 
but how you can act on it, such as sending an 
automated, personalised – and relevant – email 
after their first purchase.”

Get in front of potential new buyers and stay 
in front of existing fans
“Consider influencer marketing,” says  
Drockton – sensible advice, given that 9 out of 
10 consumers trust an influencer more than 
traditional advertisements or even celebrity 
endorsements.vi “Numbers of followers are not 
the most important thing, however – instead, look 
at their attributes, at who they are talking to and 
about what. Do they fit with your brand?” 

More generally, even if you are not offering 
‘shoppable social’, allocate time to update 
channels with new, focussed content. “Building 
a brand needs a strong community. Interaction 
starts before any sale happens, so keep people 
well-fed with relevant content,” suggests Onal. 
But bear in mind, as Bergström points out: “To 
grow a large, engaged following, you have to put 
in the time to interact, just as your followers do.”

There’s also a place among all of this digital 
activity for physical promotion, even for primarily 
online businesses. “Anything physical that can 
introduce your brand to new customers is worth 
it if it’s cost-effective,” agrees Howard Harrison, 
CEO and Co-founder of Knomo. “But make sure 
your physical implementation doesn’t disappoint 
people who know your online brand.”

Distinguish between social and the web
Remember that social media channels and 
the web are not one and the same thing. 
“Stop treating social platforms as distribution 

channels,” advises Bergström. “There’s a fine line 
between where you’re selling and where you’re 
not. Social is about telling a story and showing 
what you are about; about being true to your 
brand. When it comes to buying something, 
people will use the web to find the product, then 
social to see if others like it, and then back to the 
website to buy.”

THINK DIFFERENTLY
Whether or not it’s viewed as truly disruptive, 
there is still a place for thinking ‘outside the 
box’ in digital fashion retailing. Dealing directly 
with manufacturers and controlling your own 
distribution may be unusual in fashion and allow 
you to challenge price points of your competitors, 
but the approach is not unique. But there are still 
things you can do to be different.

“There’s a danger in 
investing in technology for 
technology’s sake. People 
want to deal with people – 
it’s still about a one-to-one 
relationship in the end.”   
Tony Drockton, CEO, Hammitt
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ii https://hbr.org/2015/12/what-is-disruptive-innovation 
iii Attendees at Commerce Futures’ Digital Style: Disrupt or Evolve, January 2018
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Men’s clothing and accessories brand Grand 
Frank, for example, has run campaigns on 
crowd-funding site Kickstarter, which not only 
enabled it to sell more clothing, but also to 
reach new customers and tell the company’s 
story. “We like the idea of being non-traditional,” 
notes Bergström. “This way our audience can 
influence our products – when they realise this, 
their purchase becomes more than just another 
transaction.”

In another twist on traditional retailing, MORI 
asked customers to pledge an act of kindness to 
access a discount on its website.

Currently uncommon, but likely to become the 
norm in future, is the use of tablets in store. 
MORI, for example, are considering augmented 
reality to give customers a “more conceptual 
experience” in their future stores on tablets that 
generate demos based on product labels. And 
if you’re in a Moss Bros store, you may find the 
sales staff helping you with orders and click-and-
collect purchases via a tablet.

IT’S ALL ABOUT  
THE CONSUMER
There are many challenges and many 
opportunities in today’s combined digital and 
retail fashion business, and no perfect way to 
approach them. Whether you’re happy for your 
business to evolve or are considering something 
that might be considered disruptive, Hammitt’s 
Tony Drockton has some words of warning: 
“There’s a danger in investing in technology 
for technology’s sake. People want to deal 
with people – it’s still about a one-to-one 
relationship in the end.” Ultimately, focussing 
on consumers’ needs as you make your decisions 
– just as Moss Bros did in the 1800s – should be 
your guide. 

“We need to be quick to understand 
our customers’ behaviour, so we can 
consider, for example, why – and 
when – they might make a second 
purchase.” Akin Onal, Founder and 
CEO, MORI 
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