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E-commerce has completely transformed the retail industry and 
reshaped consumer expectations of the shopping experience. 
Everything, from the way retailers choose merchandise and how they 
stock their in-store and virtual shelves to the way consumers shop 
and make purchases, has changed. Retailers have been challenged 
to keep their systems and processes in step with this transformation, 
especially when it comes to managing product assortments. 

The complexity of managing assortments and their related product 
data has dramatically increased in the omnichannel world. Retailers 
use their e-commerce sites to expand their product offerings and 
test new products without having to carry inventory in store. This 
fundamental shift has enabled a rapid and growing increase in the 
number of products offered by retailers. Whereas stores used to 
carry dozens or hundreds of products, many retailers now manage 
thousands with aggressive plans to further expand to hundreds of 
thousands or even millions of SKUs online. 
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Effectively managing product assortments and the corresponding item data has often been a thorny 
endeavor, even before the advent of e-commerce. In the late 1990s and early 2000s, retailers 
struggled with inefficiencies and discrepancies in numerous, non-standard product registries. It 
was difficult to order items and manage pricing across growing trading partner bases, while some 
retailers, such as major grocers and home improvement stores, began using standard registries and 
started implementing EDI and data formats that enable electronic data sharing. But many retailers 
and suppliers still struggled, and e-commerce has only exacerbated the issues in today’s market.

The ongoing challenges wrought by inadequate item data sharing in e-commerce have further 
intensified the need for well-integrated and comprehensive electronic product catalogs. These catalogs 
make use of industry standard data formats and streamline information exchanged among trading 
partners. They make it easier for vendors to meet the needs of today’s demanding consumers by 
enabling item-level product detail sharing in real time and providing retailers with greater access to 
product data via aggregation, advanced search and item-level management features. 

THE E-COMMERCE EFFECT ON SHOPPERS, RETAILERS 
AND SUPPLIERS
Consumer expectations have transformed the e-commerce landscape as shoppers are now 
accustomed to the so-called endless aisle, with a multitude of product choices and varying, 
competitive price points. Shoppers increasingly arrive well-informed about their intended purchases, 
having researched online and within their social graphs. If they can’t find what they are looking for 
in the brick-and-mortar store or don’t like the existing inventory or prices, shoppers can pull out their 
smartphones and check online options and even search available stock at nearby stores. Known 
as showrooming, the practice involves consumers seeing and touching products in stores and then 
searching for better deals using mobile commerce (m-commerce). According to a 2012 study of 
1,000 online consumers conducted by technology research firm IDC, 48 million U.S. shoppers were 
expected to participate in showrooming while they shopped in stores during the 2012 winter holiday 
season. IDC forecasts that the number of showrooming shoppers will grow to 59 million in 2013, 
69 million by 2014, and 78 million by 2015.
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When customers do shop online, they 
expect to have as close to an in-store 
experience as possible, with access to 
as many details as they need to make an 
informed purchasing decision. That means 
e-commerce sites need to provide product 
descriptions and even images and videos 
that are detailed and up-to-date. Today’s 
savvy shoppers also expect their orders to 
be fulfilled as soon as the next day; if an 
item is back-ordered, the shopper often 
takes their business elsewhere.

Rising consumer expectations are forcing 
operational changes for both retailers and 
suppliers, and creating new challenges. To 
keep up with more informed shoppers, their 
growing demands for detailed and accurate 
product information as well as to curb their 
penchant for showrooming, retailers have to 
provide a seamless blend between the in-
store experience and the virtual experience 
offered by e-commerce. 

Retailers need to provide real-time 
inventory visibility coupled with rich, robust 
sources of product attribute information. 
At the same time, they have to share 
real-time information with their suppliers, 
so they can walk the fine line between too 
much inventory and not enough, while 
also providing customers with up-to-date 
product data. Both retailers and suppliers 
have to mitigate mounting price pressures 
and must revamp order fulfillment models, 
including the adoption of drop-shipping, 
which involves a manufacturer or distributor 
fulfilling and shipping orders directly to the 
end customer.

TRADITIONAL 
RETAILING 
ATTRIBUTES

E-COMMERCE 
RETAILING 
ATTRIBUTES

Organizational attributes
Selection code
Selection code description
Product ID
Product (ID) description

Item identifier attributes
GTIN
UPC
EAN
ISBN
Consumer package length

Retail attributes
Manufacturer name
NRF color code
Product color code
Product color description
NRF size code
Product size code
Product size description
Available date
Discontinue date
Country of origin

Ordering attributes
Minimum order quantity
Maximum order quantity
Order lead time
Reorderable product
Seasonal availability

Logistics attributes
Master pack/case length
Consumer package length

Retail attributes
Care information
Customizable code
Warranty
Consumer available date

Ordering attributes
Quantity on hand
Drop shippable
Return description
Shipping description
Consumer package length
Consumer item length

Extended retail attributes
Item extended description
Image URL
Image name
Short marketing message
Long marketing message
Features/benefits
Keywords
Consumer description
Condition
Water resistant
Energy star compliant

Logistics attributes
Master pack/case length

And many more…

TRADITIONAL AND E-COMMERCE RETAILING 
RELY ON A UNIQUE SET OF ATTRIBUTES  

THAT REPRESENT A PRODUCT’S  
FEATURES AND CHARACTERISTICS.
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PLAYING CATCH-UP
By now, e-commerce and its much newer but equally formidable counterpart m-commerce have 
taken hold in the retail industry. But many traditional brick-and-mortar retailers are struggling to 
keep up with pure play e-tailers who have built their e-commerce operations online from the ground 
up optimized for today’s requirements. Traditional retail approaches often lack the responsiveness 
and adaptability required for data sharing and integration among various channels needed to be 
competitive today, particularly at the product level (i.e., item identifier, price, color, size, style, images 
and even product marketing information). 

The much-needed process of integrating channels has been 
stymied by the manual intervention required of cleansing 
data and correcting errors in retailers’ massive master data 
catalogs containing tens of thousands of SKUs. Previous 
industry studies have revealed that as much as 30 percent 
of item data in retail catalogs is incorrect, and those errors 
can flow upstream or cause errors and delays with invoices, 
slower product roll-outs and even lost sales.

It is important to note that while major e-commerce retailers lead the pack when it comes to acquiring 
and managing item-level product data, most mid-sized and smaller online retailers do not yet have 
the processes or technologies for item-level management and data sharing. Also, most suppliers — 
except for large enterprises   — lack the necessary processes and technologies to share item-level 
product data in real time (or even near real time) and lack standardized methods for sharing product 
data with their customers.

THE SOLUTION – INTEGRATED ELECTRONIC 
PRODUCT INFORMATION
What retailers and their suppliers need to succeed in today’s consumer-
driven market is integrated electronic assortment information that can 
be shared and provide a source of collaboration. Solutions that easily 
integrate with EDI, XML, iDoc and other schemas and data formats 
provide standard methods of item-level data management and sharing, 
giving retailers improved access to accurate product data. 

Integrated electronic assortment information enables more streamlined 
item-level management via data capture and aggregation, normalization 
and validation of data. With optimal item-level management, retailers 
are able to keep pace with increased demands for inventory, attribute 
and product data. And with better product and pricing information on 
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hand, order fulfillment models can be updated and even include drop-shipping capabilities. The result: 
higher customer satisfaction, fewer lost sales and more repeat business.

The SPS Commerce Assortment solution is an integrated enterprise cloud-based product that makes 
item data directly accessible to multiple retailers. Because it supports a broad range of standards, 
the Assortment solution is a flexible and affordable alternative to traditional offerings that rely on 
proprietary data pools. 

Retailers can perform streamlined product searches across all vendors’ catalogs, with the ability to 
fine-tune searches by using all item attributes as filters, including specific SKUs, categories, product 
names and vendors. When results are returned, the views can be customized per the retailer’s needs, 
and each search can be saved for later analysis.

Retailers can now easily expand product assortments and reduce time-to-market for new products, 
and take control of what today is a bewildering array of item management requirements. Using the 
Assortment solution, retailers can receive, review and accept item data from multiple partners using 
a single, centralized repository. This makes it easier to add e-commerce attributes for online stores, 
including product images and marketing copy; share entire product assortments without incurring per-
item charges; and more, making their digital assortments much easier to manage as a result. Item data 
can be processed and updated online, via a spreadsheet or by uploading a file (including EDI 832 and 
flat file options). 

Technology
Infrastructure

Reusable 
Business Process

Staff

Data

MANUAL

UPLOAD DOWNLOAD

SUPPLIERS ASSORTMENT RETAILERS

SPREADSHEET

AUTOMATED
CAPTURE

NORMALIZE

AGGREGATE

VALIDATE

ON-DEMAND

RECURRING

FILE

INVENTORY
SYSTEM

E-COMMERCE
SYSTEMS

ITEM 
MASTER

FILE

THE ASSORTMENT SOLUTION FROM SPS COMMERCE  
PROVIDES INSTANTANEOUS, ACCURATE ACCESS TO PRODUCT DATA  

ACROSS YOUR ENTIRE VENDOR COMMUNITY.
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Vendors can provide real-time data on drop-shipment schedules that retailers can then download at 
times they prefer, whether that is once a month or every hour. Vendors can also upload data into the 
repository, via a bulk upload option, digital assets, warranty guides and PDFs that retailers can then 
access and download to their systems. The Assortment solution cleanses and normalizes the item 
information, so retailers can review validated product data across all of their SKUs from their entire 
vendor community.

EFFECTIVE ITEM MANAGEMENT: A MUST-HAVE TO  
SATISFY TODAY’S DEMANDING SHOPPERS
The new normal for the retail industry is a state of increasing flux, and retailers will continue to 
be under significant pressure to keep up. E-commerce and m-commerce have given way to new 
shopping practices and a new breed of shopper has emerged – looking for more choices, better 
prices and faster order fulfillment. Retailers must have at the ready well-stocked brick-and-mortar 
and virtual shelves, competitive prices, and accurate and detailed online product information. Without 
well-integrated, electronic assortment solutions that can be easily and efficiently shared among 
trading partners, retailers will not be able to keep pace.


